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n 1998, the National Center for Recreation and
Conservation (NCRC) of the National Park Service,

with West Virginia University, conducted a study to assess
satisfaction of NCRC cooperators, in compliance with the
Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA). The
NCRC surveyed its cooperators in the following pro-
grams: (1) Rivers Trails and Conservation Assistance
(RTCA), (2) National Heritage Areas (NHA), (3) Federal
Lands-to-Parks (FLP), and (4) Wild and Scenic Rivers
(WSR) programs. The RTCA program
helps communities plan greenways, con-
serve rivers, and develop new trails through
voluntary partnerships that emphasize local
ownership and involvement. The NHA pro-
gram advises community leaders in 18
National Heritage Areas on partnership
strategies for conserving cultural and natu-
ral resources. The FLP program helps state
and local agencies acquire, at no cost, sur-
plus federal land and facilities for parks and
recreation. The WSR program is responsi-
ble for the management of four wild and
scenic “partnership” rivers. This program is
responsible ensuring resource protection
and partnership goals are met.

Purpose and study design
The purpose of the study was to assess the level of sat-

isfaction among “cooperators” who had received a “sub-
stantial” level of assistance or services from the four
NCRC programs during the 1998 federal fiscal year.
Survey recipients were “primary contacts” for each proj-
ect and primary cooperator organization that received
assistance or services from the respective NCRC pro-
grams. Each program established criteria unique to their
particular set of services to define substantial levels of
assistance.

An Importance-Performance (I-P) technique was used.
The assistance activities of each NCRC program were seg-
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mented into specific elements for which the importance
and satisfaction ratings among served cooperators were
elicited. The basic assumption underlying the I-P tech-
nique is that overall program satisfaction is an aggregate
of the satisfaction level for each program element relative
to its importance. By acquiring meaningful feedback on
the importance and performance of each program ele-
ment, the NCRC could better target its efforts in meeting
long-term performance goals.

Each NCRC program developed a list of ele-
ments, and given the unique purposes of each
program, it was clear that a different list was
required for each program. While many ele-
ments were applicable to all four program ques-
tionnaires (e.g., assistance with developing a
vision, mission, goals, and action plans), other
items applied specifically to only one or two
programs. The elements were arrayed in a ques-
tion set for which respondents were asked to
assess in terms of the importance of each to their
project, and their level of satisfaction with the
delivery of each item. A five-point Likert scale
was used to rate the level of importance (1 =
Very Unimportant, 5 = Very Important) and 
satisfaction (1 = Very Dissatisfied, 5 = Very

Satisfied).
The I-P approach identifies priorities for each element

of each of the evaluated programs contingent upon the
element’s position in a four-quadrant matrix. The “Keep
Up the Good Work” quadrant includes program elements
cooperators rated as highly important to their particular
project, and also rated highly in terms of their satisfaction
with the program’s delivery of those elements. The
“Concentrate Here” quadrant contains elements of high
importance to cooperators but on which the program’s
performance was low. Program elements of low impor-
tance to cooperators but were well delivered fall into the
“Possible Overkill” quadrant. Finally, the “Low Priority”
quadrant contains items that were of low importance but
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for which cooperator satisfaction levels were compara-
tively low.

The study represents a census survey of all program
cooperators, thus a questionnaire was mailed to each.
Databases were obtained from each program group that
included the names, mailing addresses, and various types
of program information. The program populations
included 162 RTCA cooperators, 11 NHA cooperators, 4
WSR cooperators, and 87 FLP cooperators. Population
sizes, responses, and actual response rates for each pro-
gram are shown in table 1. The first mailing was sent in
November of 1998. In order to attain the target response
rate, follow-up reminders and a second mailing were sent
out on a schedule prescribed by Dillman. The cutoff date
for returned questionnaires was April 15, 1999. Response
rates, which ranged from 80% for FLP to 100% for WSR,
are considered excellent by all estimations and criteria
(Dillman 1978). Table 2 on page 32 lists the assistance
activities of each NCRC program that were evaluated; the
number for each activity corresponds to the numbered
data plotted in figures 1–4.

Table 1.
National Center for Recreation and Conservation GPRA

Survey: Population Size, Responses, and Response Rates.

Program      Population Size       Responses Response Rate

RTCA 162 143 88%
FLP 87            70         80%
NHA 11                9 82%
WSR 4                    4 100%

Findings
Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance
Program

In general, a strong positive relationship (r=0.74) was
observed between importance and satisfaction scores for
RTCA program elements (figure 1). In other words, the
items of highest importance among RTCA cooperators
received the highest satisfaction scores. From a service
delivery perspective, this indicates a visceral understand-
ing among RTCA personnel about which program ele-
ments are most important to cooperators, and thus they
have developed their capacity for excellence in these areas.
Conversely, the program performed least well on elements
of least importance, indicating program efficiency by not
wasting resources on elements unimportant to coopera-
tors.

Generally, elements of highest importance and satisfac-
tion tended to relate to organizational development and
capacity building, while less important and less well deliv-
ered items related to information and evaluation of
resources. Program elements in the Keep Up the Good
V O L U M E  2 0  � N U M B E R  2  
Work quadrant of the I-P matrix included: developing a
vision, mission, and goals; ensuring support and involve-
ment from relevant interest groups; assuring support from
the community; facilitating meetings; providing informa-
tion about the experience of other groups; guidance in
developing publications and graphic materials; and fulfill-
ing commitments made to the project.

Three items were rated highly important, but did not
receive high satisfaction ratings. Items in this Concentrate
Here quadrant included: developing the capacity of the
organization; providing information on trail development;
and helping to secure possible funding sources.

Five items relating to provision of information were
rated in the Low Priority or Possible Overkill quadrants.
This suggests that relative to the other program services
offered by RTCA, providing information (items 7, 9, 10,
11, 12) was seen as neither a high priority nor particular-
ly well delivered. It appears that RTCA cooperators may
look to other sources of information while appreciating
the one-on-one assistance RTCA can provide them in
developing the direction and capacity of their organiza-
tions. Other items that fall into these quadrants include
site evaluation (6) and overcoming problems and crises
(16). The fact that only one item—provision of informa-
tion on interpretation and education—fell into the
Possible Overkill quadrant again suggests that the agency
has done a good job at not devoting a disproportionate of
resources on low priority items.

Federal Lands-to-Parks
A moderately strong positive correlation (r=0.57) was

found between importance and satisfaction scores for FLP
services (figure 2, page 33). While the program is doing a
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good job of developing excellence in areas of highest
importance to their cooperators and de-emphasizing items
of low importance, six items fell in either the Concentrate
Here or Possible Overkill categories. This suggests that for
nearly a third of the program elements, the organization is
not dedicating sufficient attention or is supporting the ele-
ment beyond its importance.

In many ways, the FLP findings are in stark contrast to
RTCA, suggesting a far different clientele with different
service priorities. Unlike the results for RTCA, FLP coop-
erators seem most interested in, and were most satisfied
with assistance they received regarding the “nuts and
bolts” of the project. For example, items in the Keep up
the Good Work quadrant included: assistance with under-
standing procedures, requirements, and general processes;
providing information on points of contact and other
related agency programs; communicating stewardship
requirements, processes, and issues; preparation with
application materials; development or reviewing third-
party operating or use agreements; promoting or support-
ing the proposal with other agencies; overcoming unex-
pected problems and crises; and availability and extent of
involvement by FLP staff.

The Concentrate Here quadrant also contained items
related to the specifics of project completion: identifica-
tion of and notification about available property; prepar-
ing property deeds and transferring property; modifying
or enhancing acquired properties; assistance with pro-
posed changes in land use for the properties; and fulfilling
the commitments made to the project in a timely manner.
It appears that FLP cooperators expect the program to be
both an advocate for the property transfer within the fed-
eral government and the source of technical legal help in
accomplishing the transfer.

8
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Also in contrast with RTCA was the finding of Low
Priority for items relating to developing their organization
or building public support for the project: developing jus-
tification for park and recreation uses of the property;
building credibility for the project with other agencies or
organizations; providing information on land acquisition
or military base reuse processes; alternative strategies for
achieving objectives; site evaluation; and planning for
public use of the property.

Lastly, assistance with developing the cooperator orga-
nization’s vision, mission and goals were well delivered,
but not viewed as particularly important, and thus fell in
the Possible Overkill quadrant. FLP cooperators may have
a well-defined and focused mission—acquiring a specific
piece of property—and can therefore look to the organi-
zation for direct assistance in making the acquisition hap-
pen.

National Heritage Areas
In general, relatively high importance ratings among

NHA cooperators suggest that the forms of assistance or
services provided by the program were consistent with
cooperators’ priorities (figure 3). Even though the NHA
program sustained the lowest mean satisfaction score of
the four programs—2.97 across all program elements
included in the I-P analysis—their overall results were
positive.

Conversely, a moderately strong positive correlation
(r=0.52) was found between importance and satisfaction
ratings, with only four items falling in the Concentrate
Here or Possible Overkill categories. This suggests that
the organization is doing a good job at targeting resources
to the most important program elements, and is not com-
mitting unnecessary resources to items of low importance.

Concentrate Here Keep Up the Good Work
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Five of the twelve items fell into the Keep Up the Good
Work quadrant. In contrast to RTCA and FLP, these
items generally relate to managing and sustaining the
projects over the long term, and include: providing tech-
nical information about heritage area development; help-
ing the organization develop annual and long-range plans;
involving other organizations that can be of assistance;
administration of federal funds made available to their
heritage area; and fulfilling commitments made to the
project.

The one item in the Concentrate Here quadrant also
relates to long-term program management: securing other
sources of funding. The average satisfaction score on this
item was 2.0, which was the lowest for any element of all
four programs. Like the other cooperators, these respon-
dents placed a high priority on securing additional fund-
ing sources, and expressed a high level of dissatisfaction
with NHA in this regard.

Three items fell into the Low Priority category: provi-
sion of information about other organizations; fostering
the nonfinancial growth and development of the organi-
zation; and overcoming unexpected problems. Three
items fell into the Possible Overkill category: site evalua-
tion of resources; developing publications; and provision
of information about other federal programs that may
assist their project.

Wild and Scenic Rivers
The rivers used in this study represent four “partnership

rivers” served by the WSR program. These four rivers are
only a small portion of 34 segments and over 2,600 miles
of the Wild and Scenic Rivers System administered by the
National Park Service. Because of the extremely small
population size, the WSR results should be viewed with
caution. Nonetheless, as a complete census of the four pro-
gram participants, the findings are illuminating (figure 4).

A comparatively weak correlation (r=0.27) was
observed between importance and satisfaction scores for
WSR program elements. This finding could be a result
from either low population size or extremely high impor-
tance and satisfaction ratings by WSR cooperators.
Nonetheless, eight of the seventeen items fell in the
Concentrate Here category, suggesting that the organiza-
tion is not committing sufficient attention to these items.

No meaningful connection was observed among the
four items in the Keep up the Good Work quadrant: guid-
ance on developing publications; securing other funding
sources; overcoming unexpected problems; and fulfilling
commitments made to the project.

However, unlike the other three program groups, WSR
cooperators place high importance on resource evaluation
and information, but were relatively less satisfied with
assistance received in these areas. Items falling into this
Concentrate Here quadrant included: developing the
34
capacity of your organization; site evaluation; providing
information on protection strategies for natural resources;
providing information on river conservation; providing
information on open space protection; providing informa-
tion on protection strategies for cultural resources; pro-
viding information on interpretation and education; and
providing information on other organizations with similar
projects.

Falling into the Low Priority quadrant were: developing
vision, mission, goals; building support within the com-
munity; and provision of information on trail develop-
ment. Cooperators placed a low priority on trail develop-
ment; however, this is a service the WSR program does
not emphasize. Two items fell into the Possible Overkill
quadrant: assistance with facilitating meetings and enlist-
ing relevant interest groups.

Discussion
With few exceptions, both importance and satisfaction

scores suggest a high level of support for and fulfillment
of the services delivered. NCRC program staff should be
congratulated for having a very good sense of the program
elements important to their constituents and delivering on
these items.

Of the items common across the four programs, few
similarities emerged. For instance, while assistance with
developing a vision and mission was viewed as important
and well delivered by RTCA participants, it was seen as a
low priority or possible overkill by FLP and WSR. This
demonstrates the vastly different constituency needs and
interests across the four programs, along with the ability
of each program group to customize their services to the
specific needs of their constituency.
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Conservation Planner with the Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance
Program of the National Park Service, Washington, D.C.

“Curecanti” continued from page 29

Similarly, casts are available to the National Park
Service for its educational and exhibit needs. Further these
casts provide researchers the opportunity to study accu-
rate reproductions of these fossil features, features that
would otherwise be lost due to erosion. The National
Park Service has provided the logistical support and
framework for the excavation while the Dallas Museum
of Natural History has provided the technical expertise
for the molding and casting. This partnership has pro-
duced a successful model of cooperation between the Park
Service and a private institution, and has yielded impor-
tant scientific, preservation, and educational results from
a previously unrecognized resource.
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S

Three of the four programs (RTCA, FLP, and NHA)
viewed identification and evaluation of site resources as a
low priority. Only WSR placed a relatively high value on
its provision. Of the three programs that included assis-
tance with obtaining funding as an item, two (RTCA and
NHA) viewed the service as highly important, but were
relatively dissatisfied with its delivery. Thus, two general
recommendations are given. First, it appears that the
NCRC programs should generally de-emphasize site iden-
tification and evaluation as a program service. With the
exception of the WSR program, this capacity is not high-
ly valued by constituents. Second, NCRC should place a
greater focus on assisting constituents with identifying
funding strategies and sources for their programs. One
way this could be accomplished would be to build expert-
ise on funding sources within the National Center for
Recreation and Conservation and field offices. There are
several organizations that focus on helping small non-
profits with issues related to fund-raising, grant writing,
and financing. Perhaps formal relationships could be
developed with these organizations for the purpose of
assisting NCRC cooperators with this vexing problem.

Finally, National Park Service programs such as the
NCRC are being held more accountable to the public for
both the efficacy and efficiency of their operations. The
Importance-Performance technique is a useful evaluation
tool for disaggregating and evaluating multidimensional
organizations comprised of various program delivery ele-
ments. Methods of statistical analysis are relatively sim-
ple, and are presented visually for straightforward inter-
pretation. As such, the I-P technique has broad applica-
bility to a wide variety of agencies and organizations.
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