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AS WE PREPARE FOR THE NPS CENTENNIAL IN 2016, there 
has been renewed interest in developing innovative partnerships 
to usher in the next century of park preservation (Bomar 2007). 
Although some may view this partnership interest as new, the 
roots of forging “strategic alliances,” as our fi rst director, Stephen 
Mather, called them, go deep into NPS history.

More recently, Karen Wade, former director of the NPS Inter-
mountain Region, remarked at a partnership workshop, “The 
parks that are doing the best are those that have fi gured out how 
to collaborate and share. … It is my belief that building relation-
ships creates opportunities.” Former NPS director Mary Bomar, 
in her 2006 nomination hearing, stated that “training for NPS 
personnel … will continue to build a culture of partnership in 
all fi elds and at all levels” (Bomar 2007). Former Secretary of the 
Interior Dirk Kempthorne further affi  rmed the commitment of 
the National Park Service to “sound partnership practices that 
are essential to the success of the centennial initiative and are ac-
countable, effi  cient, and transparent” (Kempthorne 2007). 

Implementing a monitoring and evaluation system to track 
training eff ectiveness and developing “an agile workforce that is 
capable of responding to changing organizational and personnel 
needs” require systematic research into issues such as employee 
retirement and succession (National Park Service 2003). Moni-
toring for potential “competency shortfalls” is logically a part of 
this research agenda. Therefore, the Service initiated a systematic 
research eff ort to monitor and evaluate the preparation of NPS 
personnel to address prescribed partnership competencies and 
the need for employee training and development programs. This 
study attempts to determine the impact of “partnership compe-
tency shortfalls” on the workforce and the ability of the Service 
to manage partnerships into the future. This article highlights the 
critical fi ndings to enable managers to continue improving part-
nership training and enhance collaborative eff orts.

Methods

Survey instrument
Based on a thorough review of the partnership literature and 
discussions with NPS managers, we developed a Web-based 
survey instrument. We took care to identify those variables found 
to infl uence partnership behavior in terms of both motivations 
and perceived constraints. Moreover, NPS staff  developed an 
exhaustive list of employee competencies pertaining to partner-
ships, which our team of researchers, comprising NPS managers 

and university researchers, reviewed and then incorporated into 
the instrument.

The survey consisted of four sections, totaling 118 items. The fi rst 
section contained two identical batteries of 37 competencies 
depicting knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA) vis-à-vis entering 

Partnership behaviors, motivations, constraints, and 
training needs among NPS employees

The partnership phenomenon

Partnerships have received considerable attention as a man-
agement strategy for public agencies. The political culture 
of fiscal constraint and “doing more with less” has led to a 
groundswell of interest in collaborative partnering and 
resource-sharing arrangements. Working in partnership 
increases involvement through democratic means and pro-
vides a viable approach for expanding the range of services 
offered, enhancing the opportunities of park visitors, and 
building a sense of community pride (Vaske et al. 1995; 
Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000; Mowen and Kerstetter 2006). 
Partnerships among public agencies and corporations are 
now an accepted mechanism to generate additional park 
and recreation resources that otherwise could not be pro-
vided with public funds (Mowen and Everett 2000).

For example, with the help of partners  Yellowstone 
National Park recently designed and constructed a world-
class visitor education center using a model of sustainable 
energy practices. In Florida, the National Park Service has 
established endowments and worked with educators to 
deliver park-based curriculum programs to reach under-
served communities. The Appalachian Trail Conservancy 
(ATC) has been working with more than 100 partners, 40 
communities, and 1,000 volunteers to raise awareness and 
funds to protect the Appalachian Trail (Edelen 2006). The 
partnership includes the U.S. Geological Survey, USDA–
Forest Service, area schools, universities, and countless volun-
teers. The partners cooperatively monitor environmental fac-
tors and implement programs to protect critical habitats on 
the trail, where more than 35,000 users are active each year.

Partnerships are increasingly important in the management 
of public agencies, specifically parks and recreation service 
providers. Citizens’ heightened awareness of broader social 
issues creates demands to find solutions to financial, 
human, and capital problems through alternative methods 
such as collaborative agreements. Through collaboration, 
traditional park and recreation providers are repositioning 
themselves to provide goods and services that address 
broader social missions while supporting their agencies.


