April 28, 2003

Feedback

National Park Service Arizona Activity Based Costing Pilot 

Prepared for Dot Sugiyama, Department of Interior

Approximately 22 National Park Service employees fully participated.  32 employees were drafted initially.  Some, like me, never entered time related to activities because they did not find any of the pilot activities that described their jobs.  Most of those were supervisors or managers of programs – there were few or no activities that dealt with supervision or general management of overall programs in the piloted activities. 

Maintenance, law enforcement, indirect costs, recreation and wildland fire were piloted.  No invasive species work was planned in AZ during the pilot.  Also little wildland fire work was done due to the late budget situation.

Which activities, outputs, or workload measures need to be reworded so they make more sense to a field practitioner?  How would you reword them?
Which activities collected the most data?  Does it appear as though the activities were used as a "catchall" for other work that needs its own definition?  Or does the existing definition need clarification to indicate what's included and what's not?

Is there any confusion over where to record time, e.g. blurring the distinction between activity definitions for two different activities?
The “headline” activity must be much more descriptive.  Even though you have produced a 189 page document of activity definitions, the reality is that employees will be determining their time entries based solely on the descriptive term – they will not take the time to read the background behind the definition.  

Indirect Costs, in particular, will be a real catchall term unless it can be more narrowly defined. For example, if you are “performing budget duties” for interpretation or law enforcement would that be under those activities?  Many of the indirect costs activity definitions could be assigned to different activities – i.e. “managing volunteers”, “administer program, “perform financial activities”.
In the National Park Service, so many employees have collateral duties. Law enforcement rangers work on fires, emergency medical services, and search and rescue for example. Definitions need to be open to these.  This also will contribute to “blurring the distinction.”
There was much confusion on maintenance activities. The training was not consistent relating to whether the time was in support of another activity or a true maintenance activity. Also deferred and annual maintenance need to clarified so employees understand what you are asking for.  This, like indirect costs will be a point of confusion and differing interpretation.

The National Park Service is an education and interpretation organization – activities like “answer requests for information” and “deliver interpretive services” do not adequately cover the myriad types of quality visitor services we provide.

Many of the outputs and units of measure in your new activity definitions cannot be measured-i.e. “customer satisfaction” and “quality” are subjective, un-measureable terms.

Training: Most agreed that a self-guided CD might be the best deliverable for training.  That way, if there are questions as one goes along, the CD would be immediately accessible. Plan to have a help desk with a live person available to employees at least for the first six months. Initial informational contacts with employees must show clearly why the Department is going this way.  Examples specific to each Bureau must be used to insure a smooth transition.

Additional points:

How will activity based costing deal with volunteer work?  The National Park Service depends heavily on volunteers.  Some of our programs would not exist without them.  The new system must take this into account or the true costs of some programs will never be accounted for.

How would the system record and account an employee’s time who assists outside agencies or partners and is paid from their funds?

A Park Manager manages the people who manage the resources.  A good deal of my time is spent dealing with employee issues such as conflict resolution, counseling employees, and assigning and brokering tasks that relate to a variety of activities not to mention developing good communication and working relationships outside of the park.  If this work is all lumped into “indirect costs” or “manage cultural or natural resources” then you will lose the true picture of what “managing” actually is. 
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