
Bayless proposed changing the approach:
rather than address technical issues in collec-
tions management procedures, address the
core “issues” that were preventing the park
staff from implementing a viable museum
management program.

Along with this change in philosophy we
realized that our view of any park museum
operation was very single-dimensional, and
that we had been relying mostly upon infor-
mation from a single individual, or single park
division, to identify and document the needs
of the park as a whole. In order to expand our
view of park operations and needs, we decid-
ed to survey the park staff in advance of our on
site visit. Since I had an interest in survey
methodology, I volunteered to develop the
system.

Development of a meaningful survey
requires some background study and testing.
Through the annual conferences of the
American Association of Museums (AAM) I
had become acquainted with the Visitor
Studies Association, and their quarterly publi-
cation Visitor Studies. I also used Randi
Korn’s book Visitor Surveys: A User’s Manual
(an AAM publication) and Judy Diamond’s
Practical Evaluation Guide: Tools for
Museums and Other Informal Educational
Settings (University of Nebraska Press),
among other references.

We took the survey through two beta tests:
one at Sequoia–Kings Canyon National Parks
while doing a collections storage plan, and
one at Yosemite National Park when develop-
ing a programmatic outline. In addition to
tightening up the survey format, these test
runs documented two other required factors:

• First, the survey must have “buy-in” from
park management, and must be sent out
under the superintendent’s signature.

• Second, the survey must go to every mem-
ber of the park staff, including both per-
manent and temporary-status employees.

With these two condition in place, we began
getting some interesting results that were use-
able in understanding what was required in
planning for museum operations in a specific
park.

Survey Objectives
The primary objectives of the survey are to

determine the following information:

• Percentage of staff using the park collec-
tions and library;

• Percentage of staff using non-park infor-
mation resources;

• Primary areas (categories) of material use,
and reasons for use of those specific
resources;

• Primary reasons staff do not use park
museum collections and library;

• What measures may be necessary to pro-
mote resource availability and use; and

• General impressions concerning the value
and use of archives and museum collec-
tions.

In addition, some limited demographic infor-
mation is collected to develop a collective
length of service and experience profile, and
to demonstrate equitable response to the sur-
vey from each park administrative unit.
Demographics can also assist in understand-
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In the middle 1990s, National Park Service (NPS) Western Regional Curator Jonathan
Bayless proposed a different way of doing collection management plans (CMPs). Three of us had
been doing the classic “operations evaluation” type of CMP in the Southeast, Western, and
Pacific Northwest regions for a number of years, and they just were not being accepted and used
by the parks.



ing the motivation and needs of the respon-
dent population.

Survey Methodology
The survey is distributed to the temporary

and permanent park staff under a memoran-
dum from the superintendent, requesting that
the survey be completed by a certain date and
returned directly to the responsible CMP
team member. Two types of questions were
used to collect different types of information:

• Checklist questions designed to determine
what types of services were being used,
and what types of services were needed;
and

• Evaluative questions designed to deter-
mine the respondents’ attitudes toward
park-specific operations, and servicewide
operations in general.

Respondents were also given two opportu-
nities to add comments: one in the “services
used” and the other in the “services needed”
sections. Write-in responses are not generally
used in this type of survey because they often
fail to elicit a statistically valid response, and
any response that is generated is often difficult
to quantify.

A response rate of 12% is required for this
“mail-out/mail-in” type of survey to be con-
sidered statistically valid. The responses are
then considered the “sample population” and
results are considered to be representative of
the “sample universe.” Higher response rates
naturally translate into more reliable statistics.
In the twenty surveys conducted thus far, we
have discounted the results in three due to
inadequate response (less than 12%). The
remaining 17 parks have various response
rates between 12% and 83%, for an average
response rate of 48%. As a result, we are con-
fident these compiled results are accurate for
the Pacific West Region (represented by ten
parks) and the Intermountain Region (repre-
sented by seven parks).

We have documented some interesting
trends:

• Over half the park staff use the park

library, and under half use the park collec-
tions. More than one-third of the staff use
non-NPS collections for their information
needs.

• Park photo collections are used the most,
followed by resource management
records, historical archives and adminis-
trative records. Archaeological and histor-
ical collections were used less.

• Herbarium collections are used most
among the natural science material, fol-
lowed by geology, insect, mammal, and
bird specimens.

• Project-related research drives most use,
followed by information for visitors as a
distant second reason. Use for mainte-
nance and repair information accounts for
a large segment of collections use (presum-
ably park records and photographs).

We have discovered some interesting reasons
why park staff do not use collections.
Remember, anything over 10% is statistically
significant:

• 45% don’t know what types of collections
are available;

• 32% don’t know where the collections are
located in the park; and

• 23% don’t know who can get them into the
collections.

It appears that the collections are a well-kept
secret in most parks.

Park staff had some specific ideas on what
was needed to improve the way collections
were managed:

• 57% suggested providing a listing of what
was in the collections;

• 42% suggested providing a finding aid to
the collections;

• 27% suggested providing on-line services
to support research;

• 22% suggested providing professional staff
to manage the collections;

• 22% wanted remote computer access to
the collections; and

• 19% wanted to combine the museum col-
lections with the library.
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These figures provide a good cross-check to
the section on why collections were not being
used. The implication is that we may solve the
former by instituting the latter—which are just
the kind of results you are looking for in a sur-
vey.

The evaluative section of the survey docu-
mented the value the staff ascribes to the man-
agement and use of archival, library, and muse-
um collections in NPS.

• 85% think collections should be used to
document park resources;

• 83% think there is value in parks maintain-
ing these collections for use;

• 83% think the park collections should
contain copies of all studies and reports
done about the park;

• 78% think that the collections serve as an
“institutional memory” for the park;

• 67% believe the collections should be con-
sulted for information prior to beginning
resource management projects; and

• 65% believe that park visitor centers
should exhibit more material from park
collections.

The implications documented here are over-
whelming. It is apparent that park staff thinks
the collections should document the park
resources, should be maintained for study and
use, and should be exhibited more to the pub-
lic.

Conclusion
Over the past several years the survey has

proved a useful tool in documenting the needs
of park collections management, particularly
in the Pacific West Region. It has provided
park staff with a method to make their needs
concerning archival, library, and museum col-
lections known to park management.
Moreover, it has given those of us involved in
planning for these resources the ability to
define and quantify those needs in an efficient
manner. The survey also allows us to docu-
ment and quantify the value the park staff
ascribes to these resources. In turn, this
knowledge should allow park management to
better allocate available resources to collec-
tions preservation and management.

The compiled 17-park survey is appended
below.
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