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a b s t r a c t

We conducted a survey of 3321 Forest Service employees involved in compliance with the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) followed by five focus groups to investigate agency views of the
purpose of agency NEPA processes and their appropriate measures of success. Results suggest the lack of
a unified critical task for Forest Service NEPA processes and that employees' functions relevant to NEPA
influence their views of its meaning. Compared to other agency personnel, members of interdisciplinary
teams who carry out most day-to-day NEPA-related tasks placed greater emphasis on minimizing
negative environmental and social impacts, satisfying multiple stakeholders and avoiding litigation and
appeals. Line officers, who typically serve as the decision makers following NEPA processes, placed
greatest emphasis on efficient implementation and least emphasis on minimizing impacts. Advisory
personnel placed greatest emphasis on effective disclosure of analyses and decision-making. We discuss
the structural origins of these differences as well as their implications.

� 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) became law in
1970, requiring that all federal agencies conduct an environmental
analysis and fully disclose its results prior to carrying out any major
actions with the potential to significantly impact the environment
(42 USC Sec. 4321e4347). NEPA processes, as they are called,
generally involve a number of prescribed steps following the
development of a purpose and need for a proposed action, including
scoping, alternatives development, interdisciplinary analyses of
likely impacts of different alternatives, public involvement, and
documentation. Since its passage, NEPA has come to infiltrate nearly
everyactionundertakenby theForest Service tomanage thenation's
193million acres of landsunder its jurisdiction. In2006alone, nearly
8000 Forest Service employees were engaged in nearly 6000 NEPA
processes at the cost of $365 million (Management Analysis, Inc.,
2007). Despite its omnipresence in agency planning, the Forest
Service regularly struggles with many of the challenges associated
with NEPA compliance, including staffing interdisciplinary teams,
performing and disclosing complex environmental analyses to
multiple audiences, conducting effective public involvement, and

copingwith increasing litigation against the agency associatedwith
the Act (Bear, 2003; Culhane,1990; Keele et al., 2006; Malmsheimer
et al., 2004; Poisner, 1996; Twelker, 1990).

Numerous attempts have been made to streamline NEPA
processes (Baldwin, 2004; Luther, 2006; NECRAC, 2005; U.S. House
of Representatives Task Force on Improving the National
Environmental Policy Act, 2006). These attempts have commonly
focused upon setting bounds on analyses, increasing the range of
actions excluded from complete analyses, and other efforts focused
on increasing efficiency. This research takes a step back from aim-
ing to revise NEPA processes in the Forest Service by first asking,
what do Forest Service personnel believe NEPA processes in the
Forest Service are supposed to accomplish? Without a clear defi-
nition of what a successful NEPA process looks like, revisions to
Forest Service NEPA compliance may not meet any specific objec-
tives relevant to goals of the agency or the Act. In this paper, we
examine agency perceptions of the purpose of NEPA and how
agency personnel define a successful NEPA process. In a companion
paper (Stern et al., 2010), we examine agency perceptions of the
strategies that contribute to greater success in NEPA processes.

2. Defining NEPA's critical task

The importance of a clear critical task for NEPA is reflected in
work conducted by James Q. Wilson in his widely-respected classic,
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Bureaucracy: What Government Agencies Do and Why They Do It
(Wilson, 1989). Wilson's research suggests that only agencies with
the most clearly defined critical task(s) achieve their best efficiency
by granting wide discretion to street-level bureaucrats, or those
who carry out day-to-day tasks and interact most directly with the
publics they serve (Wilson, 1989; Lipsky, 1980). These agents may
use the most context-appropriate means to achieve the clearly
defined critical task. In other agencies, discretion at the street level
can be problematic, as these agents become less predictable.
Having a less clear aim, they may each shoot toward a somewhat
different goal, which may or may not adequately reflect the goals of
the agency. Alternatively, lack of a critical task can influence an
over-emphasis on process or procedure, where agents shift their
focus away from agency mission, concentrating rather on proce-
dures as ends themselves (Merton, 1968; Stern et al., 2009; Wilson,
1989). The concept of the critical task and its associated implica-
tions for mission achievement may also apply within any given
realm of an agency's activities. For example, if a critical task asso-
ciated with forest health or restoration is not clearly defined, each
implementing official may use his or her own interpretation to
guide their actions (Predmore et al., 2008). Similarly, we might
expect different conceptualizations of the critical task(s) of NEPA
compliance to have similar implications.

Defining the critical task(s) of NEPA processes in the Forest
Service must begin with an examination of the legislation itself.
Section 101 of NEPA puts forth the official intent of the legislation to
“promote efforts which will prevent or eliminate damage to the
environment” while encouraging “a productive and enjoyable
harmony between man and his environment” (42 USC x 4321),
reflecting that NEPA was intended to be a means to the end of
a healthier environment. Section 102 of the Act and associated
Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations discuss the
procedures through which this purpose is to be met. These proce-
dures focus primarily upon the analysis and disclosure of the likely
environmental impacts of proposed actions. Agencies typically put
together interdisciplinary (ID) teams to accomplish this task.

In short, NEPA requires an environmental analysis and the full
disclosure of its results for all major federal actionswith the potential
to significantly impact the environment. NEPA does not mandate or
prohibit specific land management decisions, but rather aims to
inform decisionmakers, other relevant agencies, and the general
public about the environmental consequences of government actions
through a set of general process requirements intended to achieve
more environmentally appropriate outcomes (Dreyfus and Ingram,
1976; Caldwell, 1998). As such, NEPA was set up to meet its stated
environmental quality goals by ensuring analyses of potential envi-
ronmental consequences and through external pressures brought to
bear by those reviewing NEPA documents, including criticisms from
other agencies, court challenges, and public opinion (Dreyfus and
Ingram, 1976; Lindstrom and Smith, 2001).

While there is general consensus among NEPA scholars
regarding the specific process requirements of NEPA as described
above, NEPA has come to mean many things to many people. Much
of this might stem from ambiguities and uncertainty surrounding
the original broader intent of the Act upon its creation (Culhane,
1990; Dreyfus and Ingram, 1976). Some regard NEPA processes as
intimately linked to agency decision-making, while others view it
as entirely separate from decision-making, merely representing
a procedural hurdle to implementation1 (Kaiser, 2006; Karkkainen,
2002; Stern and Mortimer, 2009). Views of NEPA's public

involvement components vary considerably as well, ranging from
a means to merely inform the public through the disclosure of
analyses to ameans for the public tomodify agency actions through
direct participation in the process or through other political or legal
actions (Force and Forrester, 2002; Poisner, 1996; Stern and
Mortimer, 2009; Twelker, 1990). Still others have viewed NEPA as
a means to advance ecosystem management (Phillips and
Randolph, 2000) or as a tool for communications and/or public
relations (Stern and Mortimer, 2009).

While numerous views of NEPA's critical tasks are present in the
literature, no systematic inquiry has yet explored perceptions about
NEPA from within the land management agency that performs
more NEPA compliance than any other, the Forest Service (EPA,
2009). The Forest Service provides wide discretion for agency
personnel for carrying out NEPA compliance, largely reiterating
sections of the Act and CEQ guidance in its official guidance
document (USDA Forest Service, 2007) and training materials
(Forest Plan Implementation Course 1900e1901). The broad
discretion afforded to field-level personnel suggests that the
outcomes of these processes, which can be social, economic,
managerial, political, organizational, and environmental, may be
powerfully driven by the particular practices, dispositions, values,
attitudes, situations, and beliefs of ID team members and the line
officers and others who influence their behaviors. Evidence exists
to support this claim (Stern et al., 2009; MacGregor and Seesholtz,
2008). This research examines whether a singular critical task or
common set of critical tasks might apply to NEPA processes across
the agency, or to groups of agency personnel who function similarly
in agency NEPA processes. It also examines the potential implica-
tions and structural origins of agency perceptions about NEPA.

3. Methods

We conducted an online survey with Forest Service employees
actively engaged in NEPA compliance. Following initial data anal-
yses of the surveys, we conducted five focus groups with key
personnel in the Washington, DC office, regional coordinators, and
legal counsel involved in agency NEPA compliance.

The survey, administered using SurveyPro 4� software, con-
tained closed-ended batteries of items relating to respondents'
perceptions of the purpose of Forest Service NEPA processes, defi-
nitions of success in Forest Service NEPA processes, contributors to
success, goals for public involvement in Forest Service NEPA
processes, strategies for successful public involvement, and
recommendations for improving Forest Service NEPA processes.
This paper focuses on these first two batteries of survey items,
which provided respondents with a seven-point Likert-type
response scale. Survey items were developed through a prior pilot
study involving 25 interviews with NEPA practitioners across four
federal land management agencies (see Stern and Mortimer, 2009)
and through an examination of related literature. Each battery of
items was followed by an open comment box. These two comment
boxes yielded 838 written comments, which we analyzed to
identify additional concepts not covered in the closed-ended items
and to help us better understand the meaning behind trends
observed in the quantitative data. We coded these responses
through an iterative process, identifying key cross-cutting themes
and refining those themes and adding extra codes on subsequent
passes through the data. We then sorted the data to identify
patterns that might exist in the perceptions of those with different
functions related to NEPA.

The sample for the internet survey was drawn from a database
developed by Management Analysis, Inc. (2007) for the 2007
feasibility study of activities associated with NEPA compliance in
the Forest Service and supplemented by a purposive selection of

1 New implementing regulations (36 C.F.R. x220) attempt to make NEPA's link to
decision-making more explicit. These regulations were published after the survey
period.
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individuals in the Washington, DC office deemed to have a direct
influence on how NEPA compliance is carried out within the Forest
Service. Individuals within the Washington, DC office were identi-
fied through key informant interviews with the Forest Service's
Assistant Director for the National Environmental Policy Act and
others. The initial sample included 6277 individuals who received
an email invitation to complete the survey online; 3321 individuals
completed the surveys. The surveywas open fromMay 7 to May 30,
2008. Three weekly reminder emails were sent to non-respon-
dents. Table 1 shows response rates broken down by region. The
overall response rate of 52.9% is conservative. Seventy-nine recip-
ients' email addresses were invalid; an additional 24 recipients had
either retired or left the Forest Service. Nineteen recipients replied
that theywere not actually involved directly in any NEPA processes.
Moreover, at least 227 recipients were out of the office for at least
part of the open survey period. No one whowas out of the office for
more than 20 days during the survey period responded to the
survey. Adjusting for these non-respondents, a still-conservative
response ratewould be 54.4%. This could be considered an excellent
response rate for a web-based survey (see Sheehan, 2001).3

Responses were entered into SPSS� software for analysis. We
delineated four categories, or functional groups, of respondents
based on respondents' dominant role in Forest Service NEPA
compliance. Street-level “implementers” are those respondents
whose primary or only role in agency NEPA compliance is to serve
on ID teams as disciplinary specialists or as ID team leaders. “Line
officers” include forest supervisors and district rangers who typi-
cally serve as the decisionmakers following NEPA processes.
“Advisory” personnel are thosewho serve in a primarily advisory or
policy-influencing role. These include regional coordinators, some
NEPA instructors (those who teach internal training courses but are
not typically on ID teams), and most respondents from the Wash-
ington, DC office. “Bridgers” are those individuals who regularly
find themselves in both advisory and implementer roles. These
were most commonly forest and district-level coordinators and
planners, but also included NEPA instructors who regularly served
on interdisciplinary teams. Means were calculated for each group,
as were relative rankings of the importance of survey items in
reflecting the perceptions of each.

Although we ran one-way ANOVAs with post-hoc tests for each
battery of questions, student's t-tests are presented herein for
clarity and simplicity. Our interpretations of the different statistical
tests are identical. To conduct student's t-tests, an overall

standardized mean was calculated for each survey item using the
overall mean for each group (advisory, line officer, bridger, and
implementer). This process ensured that the overall mean was not
unduly influenced by the larger sample size of those categorized as
implementers.

Focus groups were conducted with advisory personnel as
opportunities arose to explore differences in survey responses
between those characterized as advisory personnel, line officers,
and implementers. These advisory personnel commonly served in
effect as internal consultants to line officers and implementers
regarding NEPA processes within the agency. Moreover, most were
once implementers. We thus thought they could provide a useful
perspective to understand the differences between the functional
groups we identified. The focus groups beganwith a presentation of
the quantitative results from the surveys. Discussions focused upon
the differences observed between employees with different roles in
NEPA compliance within the agency. They lasted approximately 1 h
on average. Participation in each ranged from five to over twenty
participants.

4. Quantitative results

Respondents were asked to rate the extent to which they felt
each of the statements contained in Table 2 reflected the purpose of
NEPA processes in the Forest Service on a scale from one to seven
with three anchor points (1: Does not reflect purpose; 4: Somewhat
reflects purpose; 7: Essential purpose). Respondents were then
asked to rate the extent to which they felt each of the statements
contained in Table 3 was an appropriate measure of success for
Forest Service NEPA processes on a seven-point scale with three
anchor points (1: Not important; 4: Moderately important; 7:
Critical to measuring success).

To assess whether certain perceptions of NEPA's purpose and
definitions of success were indicative of underlying latent percep-
tions, we ran exploratory factor analyses (using principal compo-
nents extraction with varimax rotation) on each battery of survey
items (Tables 4 and 5). Factors with eigenvalues greater than one
were retained for analysis. The factor analysis revealed that
perceptions of the purpose of NEPA processes in the Forest Service
reflect two underlying latent factors. Perceptions of appropriate
measures of success reflected four latent factors. Higher factor
loadings shown in each table suggest a greater contribution to each
underlying factor. Items whose factor loadings are bold and itali-
cized in each column in Tables 4 and 5 were used to create indexes
reflecting each latent factor. Items that cross-loaded on more than
one latent construct were not included in the indexes for clarity of
interpretation.

Table 4 displays the results of the exploratory factor analysis on
respondents' perceptions of the purpose of Forest Service NEPA
processes. The first latent factor, which we have labeled “Disclosure
& decision-making,” focuses on disclosing both environmental
analyses and decision-making processes and on improving final
decisions. The second latent factor reflects perceptions that NEPA
should be used to address the needs and interests of multiple
entities. We label this factor, “Transactional NEPA.” Perceptions
associated with this construct involve balancing multiple interests,
improving relationships with external entities, and defending
agency decisions from internal and external scrutiny and litigation.
The construct also directly reflects Section 101 of NEPA through
aiming to increase the environmental sensitivity of the agency,
suggesting that normative factors are at play in achieving NEPA's
stated environmental purposes.

Table 5 displays the results of exploratory factor analysis on
respondents' definitions of success of Forest Service NEPA
processes. The first latent construct, labeled “Effective disclosure,”

Table 1
Responses rates by location.

Location Valid responses Response rate (%)

Northern Region (R1) 360 47.6
Rocky Mountain Region (R2) 339 47.7
Southwestern Region (R3) 251 50.3
Intermountain Region (R4) 375 50.9
Pacific Southwest Region (R5) 361 45.1
Pacific Northwest Region (R6) 501 49.0
Southern Region (R8) 366 59.8
Eastern Region (R9) 398 57.4
Alaska Region (R10) 128 46.0
Enterprise Team2 51 63.8
Washington, DC 47 57.3
Total 3321 52.9

2 Enterprise teams are typically made up of disciplinary specialists who service
multiple forests as interdisciplinary team members and are not directly associated
with any one region.

3 Sheehan (2001) reviewed response rates to 31 email surveys from 1986 to 2000
and found an average response rate of just under 37%. Fifteen studies conducted in
1998e2000 averaged response rates of only 31%.
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reflects a desire to effectively disclose NEPA analyses and related
decision-making processes in a way that is accepted as legitimate
by external stakeholders. The second construct, “Minimizing
impacts,” reflects a belief that successful NEPA should minimize
negative environmental and socioeconomic impacts. The third
construct, “Satisfaction & appeasement,” reflects similar beliefs to
those described above as “Transactional NEPA.” In this case,
respondents equate success with satisfying multiple stakeholders
and avoiding litigation and appeals. The fourth construct, labeled
“Efficiency & implementation,” reflects a belief that success is
moving through the process as efficiently as possible to get
a project or plan implemented.

Both of the factors in the tables that reflect the importance of
disclosure most directly mirror Section 102 of NEPA and CEQ
regulations which describe the process requirements of NEPA. The
“disclosure and decision-making” factor associated with percep-
tions of NEPA's purpose (Table 4) suggests that NEPA should also
provide the framework for decision-making. The “Effective disclo-
sure” factor associated with measures of success (Table 5) primarily
reflects a well-done NEPA process that meets external expectations
for disclosure.

The “Transactional NEPA,” “Satisfaction & appeasement,” and
“Minimizing impacts” factors are each outcomes-based, moving

beyond NEPA's process requirements and CEQ regulations. These
constructs stress the impacts of agency actions in both social and
environmental terms. Meanwhile, the “Efficiency & implementa-
tion” factor is primarily about process efficiency, emphasizing
getting through the process as smoothly and quickly as possible to
move to project implementation.

Indexes of each of the latent factors described in Tables 4 and 5
were created by equally weighting and summing each of the
dominant (bold and italicized) variables corresponding with each.
Values were divided by the number of variables in each index so
that each index would be measured on a scale from 1 to 7. Table 6
displays the means for each index and compares index scores
across functional groups.

Respondents were also asked to select up to three statements
they felt best reflect the purpose of Forest Service NEPA processes
and up to three statements they felt to be the most appropriate
measures of success. Tables 7 and 8 display the percentages of
respondents selecting each survey item as well as the percentage
selecting at least one item contained within each index.

Averaged responses suggest some general agreement across the
agency as to the importance of public disclosure of environmental
analyses and of decision-making processes as purposes of Forest
Service NEPA processes. Some agreement was also observed

Table 2
Mean scores on views of the purpose of Forest Service NEPA processes across roles in the Forest Service.

Advisory (153) Line officer
(355)

Bridger (392) Implementer
(1948)

Overall
standardized
mean

Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean

Public disclosure of environmental analyses 1 6.41 1 6.41* 1 6.35 1 6.07* 1 6.31
Public disclosure of decision-making process 2 5.76 2 6.00* 2 5.85 2 5.59* 2 5.80
To improve final decision 3 5.41 4 5.31 5 5.18 5 5.05* 3 5.24
To provide a framework for decision-making 5 4.99 3 5.34 3 5.35 3 5.27 3 5.24
Giving stakeholders a voice in the decision-making process 4 5.10 5 5.28 4 5.21 4 5.11* 5 5.18
To expand consideration of alternatives 6 4.62 6 4.67 6 4.54 7 4.62 6 4.61
Balancing multiple interests 8 4.26 7 4.37 7 4.38 6 4.67* 7 4.42
To increase environmental sensitivity of agency actions 7 4.42 8 3.98* 8 4.18 8 4.42* 8 4.25
To improve relationships with the public and other stakeholders 9 3.93 8 3.98 9 4.06 9 4.19* 9 4.04
Protection from litigation 11 3.16* 10 3.22* 10 3.55 10 4.01* 10 3.49
A tool for internal communications 10 3.17 11 3.21* 11 3.46 11 3.67* 11 3.38

*Indicates significant difference from standardized mean score (student's t-test) with Bonferroni correction (p < .0125).

Table 3
Mean scores on views of appropriate measures of success of Forest Service NEPA processes across roles in the Forest Service.

Advisory (153) Line officer
(355)

Bridger (392) Implementer
(1948)

Overall
standardized
mean

Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean

Full disclosure of environmental analyses has taken place 1 6.40* 1 6.27 1 6.22 1 6.05* 1 6.23
Well-documented rationale for decision is developed 2 6.34** 1 6.27 2 6.18 2 6.02* 2 6.20
The project gets implemented 5 5.68 3 6.16* 5 5.74 5 5.69* 3 5.82
The decision-making process is made transparent to all stakeholders 3 6.01* 4 5.95* 6 5.69** 8 5.59* 4 5.81
All procedures are followed correctly 4 5.96** 7 5.66** 3 5.82 6 5.67* 5 5.78
The process employs the best available biophysical science 7 5.67 5 5.80 4 5.76 4 5.73 6 5.74
The final decision reflects the mission of the agency 9 5.42 6 5.72** 7 5.61 7 5.64 7 5.60
The final decision minimizes adverse environmental impacts 8 5.46 9 5.46 8 5.59 3 5.75* 8 5.56
The final document is easy to read and understand 6 5.69** 8 5.50 9 5.44 9 5.40* 9 5.51
Public participants are satisfied with the PROCESS 10 5.36 12 5.11 10 5.22 10 5.10* 10 5.20
The process employs the best available social science 12 5.21 11 5.18 11 5.05 12 5.01* 11 5.11
The process and decision are completed in a timely manner 13 5.20 10 5.30* 12 4.89* 11 5.03* 12 5.10
Other agencies are effectively engaged 11 5.25* 13 5.04 13 4.88* 13 4.93* 13 5.02
The final decision minimizes adverse socioeconomic impacts 14 4.78 14 4.72 14 4.69 14 4.81** 14 4.75
All team members are satisfied with the process 15 4.26 15 4.20 15 4.16 15 4.22 15 4.21
Public participants are satisfied with the FINAL DECISION 16 3.87 16 3.95 16 4.01 17 4.12* 16 3.99
Compromise has taken place between the interested parties 17 3.63 17 3.68 18 3.67 18 4.07* 17 3.76
No litigation or appeals 18 3.29** 18 3.58 17 3.78 16 4.16* 18 3.70

*Indicates significant difference from standardized mean score (student's t-test) with Bonferroni correction (p < .0125).
**Indicates marginally significant difference from standardized mean score (student's t-test, 0.05 > p > .0125).
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regarding the statements that least reflected NEPA processes'
purpose and appropriate measures of their success (Tables 2 and 3).
With respect to NEPA's purpose, only one item's mean (NEPA as
a tool for internal communications) was below the middle-point of
the scale (4.0) for all four functional groups. The five least appro-
priate individual measures of success spanned across all four
functional groups (Table 3). On average, implementers viewed all
measures of success as at least moderately important (above 4.0).

Despite some general trends in the mean rankings, respondents'
perceptions of the top three measures of success and purpose
statements (Tables 7 and 8) suggest that a unified understanding of
Forest Service NEPA processes does not exist across the agency.
While two out of three respondents selected the top-rated item on
the list, public disclosure of environmental analyses (Table 7), as
a primary purpose of Forest Service NEPA, one-third viewed NEPA's
primary purpose(s) in another manner. Mean scores also exhibited
wide variance. The average standard deviation across all purpose
items for all groups was 1.59. For success measures, the average
standard deviationwas 1.43. Line officers had the smallest standard
deviations on average (1.49 and 1.35, respectively). Items regarding
litigation and appeals exhibited the largest standard deviations
(2.12 and 1.95, respectively), reflecting that respondents disagreed
most widely on these items.

Different categories of employees tended to emphasize different
concepts. Implementers stood apart from the rest of the agency in
their scoring of most statements. In particular, implementers

placed greater emphasis on minimizing negative environmental
and social impacts, satisfying multiple stakeholders and avoiding
litigation and appeals than other agency personnel and somewhat
less emphasis on disclosure and implementation. Advisory
personnel placed greatest emphasis on effective disclosure. Line
officers placed greatest emphasis on efficient implementation and
least emphasis on minimizing impacts. More often than not, the
views of bridgers were most closely aligned with implementers,
though their perceptions did appear to numerically “bridge”
between implementers and advisory personnel.

5. Qualitative results and discussion

Our qualitative analyses shed some light on the differences
observed between functional groups, suggesting the importance of
different accountabilities felt by those occupying different NEPA-
related roles. Different roleswithin the agency are characterized not
only by different tasks and rewards, but also by different demands
and responsibilities. These responsibilities are both formal and
informal, colored by individuals' perceptions of to whom or what
theyaremost accountable. Formal accountabilitiesmaybegoverned
by legal obligations, incentive structures, and performance reviews.
Informal accountabilities may include allegiance to a particular set
of values or to particular audiences, such as local publics or a scien-
tific community. Perceived accountabilities may have strong influ-
ences on individuals' attitudes and actions whether through formal

Table 4
Factor loadings from exploratory factor analysis (principal components extraction with varimax rotation) on perceptions of the purpose of Forest Service NEPA processes.

Purpose Statements Factor 1 Disclosure
and decision-making

Factor 2 Transactional
NEPA

Public disclosure of environmental analyses 0.765 �0.061
Public disclosure of decision-making process 0.761 0.019
To provide a framework for decision-making 0.631 0.277
Giving stakeholders a voice in the decision-making process 0.644 0.274
To improve final decision 0.671 0.334
To expand consideration of alternatives 0.523 0.482
Balancing multiple interests 0.267 0.567
To increase environmental sensitivity of agency actions 0.248 0.608
To improve relationships with the public and other stakeholders 0.297 0.700
Protection from litigation �0.350 0.608
A tool for internal communications within the agency 0.071 0.767

Table 5
Exploratory factor analysis (principal components extraction with varimax rotation) on perceptions of appropriate measures of success in Forest Service NEPA processes.

Measures of success Factor 1
Effective
disclosure

Factor 2
Minimizing
impacts

Factor 3
Satisfaction &
appeasement

Factor 4
Efficiency &
implementation

Full disclosure of impact analyses has taken place 0.789 0.212 �0.057 0.065
Well-documented rationale for decision is developed 0.736 0.186 �0.051 0.247
All procedures are followed correctly 0.614 0.045 0.027 0.230
The decision-making process is made transparent to all stakeholders 0.743 0.153 0.140 0.003
The final document is easy to read and understand 0.559 0.184 0.171 0.386
Public participants are satisfied with the PROCESS 0.592 0.059 0.354 �0.106
Other agencies are effectively engaged 0.560 0.210 0.304 0.167
The final decision minimizes adverse environmental impacts 0.180 0.776 0.204 0.081
The final decision minimizes adverse socioeconomic impacts 0.139 0.802 0.245 0.120
All team members are satisfied with the process 0.416 0.160 0.525 0.172
Public participants are satisfied with the FINAL DECISION 0.090 0.174 0.763 0.002
No litigation or appeals �0.198 �0.050 0.635 0.345
Compromise has taken place between the interested parties 0.165 0.191 0.745 0.067
The project gets implemented 0.012 0.082 0.186 0.773
The process is completed in a timely manner 0.328 0.087 0.081 0.668

Cross-loading items
The process employs the best available biophysical science. 0.584 0.509 �0.010 0.078
The process employs the best available social science 0.554 0.530 0.072 0.036
The final decision reflects the mission of the agency 0.253 0.464 0.007 0.462
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or informal means (Merton, 1968). Our data suggest a number of
different formal and informal accountabilities are at play in defining
NEPA's critical task(s) in the Forest Service.

Formal accountabilities for Forest Service employees are
primarily upward accountabilities (Ebrahim, 2005). They may feel
accountable to the federal government and its policies, which
represent the interest of all citizens, or to superiors within the
agency. Upward accountabilities generally require bureaucratic
procedures for accounting and procedural compliance (Weber,
1968). Forms need to be filled out and boxes need to be checked
that certain processes took place in accordance with relevant
policies-like NEPA, for example. Specific performance goals or
metrics must be achieved.

Informal accountabilities can be internal or external to the
agency (Ebrahim, 2005). Informal internal accountabilities can
involve relationships amongst staff members, which may be
dependent upon the nature of internal communications, consensus
and disagreement, and varying forms of trust or distrust within an
organization (Selznick, 1957: 129; Kramer and Cook, 2004). These
accountabilities may often pose significant challenges in interdis-
ciplinary settings, such as those present in NEPA processes. Another
type of informal accountability could be considered outward
accountability,4 including perceived responsibilities to any number
of different external reference groups, such as local publics, envi-
ronmental or industrial interest groups, specific members of
congress, or a scientific disciplinary community.

Our data from all sources (focus groups, open- and closed-ended
survey items) suggest that line officers may have the clearest sense
of a single dominant accountability: a formal upward account-
ability to deliver measurable on-the-ground outputs, whether they
are board feet of timber harvested or miles of stream restored. Line
officers are held accountable for these outputs through budgetary
allocations made further up the line in the regional offices, national
headquarters, or Congress. Survey responses revealed a strong
emphasis on moving through the process as efficiently as possible
and focusing primarily upon pre-determined “targets.”

“A lot of what line officers are evaluated on are these quantifi-
able widgets that come out at the end.”
“Targets (or money tied to targets) drive our Ranger's decision-
making process.”

Open-ended comments of line officers contained arguments to
“get back to basics” and statements that NEPA is just designed to
“inform and consider.” Line officers in particular seemed frustrated
by the expansion of NEPA beyond its statutory process require-
ments (toward transactional, appeasement, and impacts-related
elements), lamenting that NEPA has become a “monster” that is
“cumbersome, laborious, and excessive.” Still, tremendous within-

group variability existed in open-ended comments, suggesting the
presence of only a weak general trend.

Focus groups confirmed that advisory personnel commonly feel
both upward and outward accountabilities. Their internal perfor-
mance metrics commonly include positively impacting agency
processes through white papers, directives, or trainings. Survey
responses reflect that advisory personnel also feel an outward
pressure to maintain the agency's image, with a stronger emphasis
on externally legitimized disclosure whereby the process itself is of
high quality, regardless of the final outcomes. A successful NEPA
process is one that “fosters agency credibility” by reaching a deci-
sion that “comes as no surprise to the public” and where “sup-
porting analyses are done right the first time”.

Implementers find themselves pulled in many directions at
once. As a result, a middling effect is seen in most statements
generated by wide variability in their responses. Their primary
upward accountability is to the line officer, who commonly
emphasizes process efficiency. Being members of local communi-
ties and shielded to some degree from the direct upward pressures
faced by line officers, they may commonly feel the greatest pull
from direct external pressures from frequent interactions with local
publics and other interest groups. As disciplinary specialists,
implementers can also feel obliged to serve as advocates for their
particular resource or as lone representatives and defenders of
their disciplines, as reflected in one implementer's open-ended
comment on the survey.

Team members should be satisfied that the effects on their
resource area were effectively disclosed and considered.
Limiting the extent of analyses of specialists or having an
environment where they feel pressured to produce a certain
conclusion about effects, rather than one based on best available
science and analysis is very dangerous to the integrity of the
process.

One potential explanation for implementers' stronger focus on
outward accountabilities, particularly those involving the public,
may be that NEPA is often the ubiquitous process in their work; it
provides the playing field where multiple uses are balanced and
environmental regulations are followed. In contrast, line officers
and advisory personnel are less commonly embroiled in the routine
work of NEPA on a daily basis. Although line officers sometimes
play prominent roles in public hearings associated with NEPA, their
general degree of official public and political interaction outside of
NEPA is typically much broader. As a result, line officers and advi-
sory personnel may more easily separate ideas associated with
managing conflict with the public from NEPA mandates. NEPA, for
the implementer on the other hand, is where most of this work can
be achieved. As a result, their ideas about its purpose are more
complex and varied.

Bridgers commonly serve in advisory roles and as members on
ID teams at the field level. As such, theymay represent a keymiddle
ground for understanding NEPA within the agency. Consensus
within this group about NEPA, however, was no clearer than it was

Table 6
Mean scores on indexes reflecting respondents' views of purpose and success in Forest Service NEPA processes.

Purpose indexes Advisory Line officer Bridger Implementer Overall standardized mean

Disclosure & decision-making 5.53 5.66 5.59 5.42** 5.55
Transactional NEPA 3.79 3.75 3.92 4.19** 3.91

Success indexes
Effective disclosure 5.86** 5.69 5.64 5.54** 5.68
Efficiency & implementation 5.44 5.73** 5.32 5.37** 5.47
Minimizing impacts 5.21 5.09 5.14 5.28** 5.18
Satisfaction & appeasement 3.77 3.84 3.90 4.14** 3.91

**Significant difference between groups (p < .01 - student's t-tests).

4 Ebrahim (2005) refers to this form of accountability as “downward” account-
ability. We use the term “outward” to avoid any unintended value assertions about
entities external to the Forest Service.
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for other groups. While they exhibited the fewest significant
differences from the other groups in their survey responses, they
still represented the extremes in a few cases.

The lack of clear consensus not only across, but also within,
functional groups in the agency suggests that more is at play in
determining perceptions of NEPA than merely the hat that one
wears. While a standard training course does exist within the
agency, competing perceptions about NEPA are apparent across
all levels of the agency. This suggests that agency trainings and
internal communications do not counteract the impact of
different groups seeking to accomplish different critical tasks
through NEPA. Moreover, the values of individuals, regardless of
their positions within the agency came through loud and clear
within the qualitative data. These values commonly reflected
competing paradigms about the appropriate roles of public values
vs. scientific expertise or other agency goals (e.g., economic

efficiency) in planning processes (Culhane, 1990; Poisner, 1996).
Respondents in all functional groups disagreed about whether
NEPA processes are a suitable venue for public deliberation or
whether they should be expert-driven processes. Unifying these
disparate voices around a singular purpose of NEPA would
present a major challenge.

Within all four functional groups, however, there were percep-
tions that challenged what appear to be the dominant account-
abilities for each. For example, although upward accountabilities
seemed to predispose line officers to focus on NEPA as mainly
a procedural hoop required for project implementation, some
viewed NEPA in an entirely different fashion. Some implementers
described line officers who “really use the NEPA process to improve
decision-making,” or that try to “please all of the people all of the
time.” Meanwhile, others reinforced the overall trend observed in
the quantitative data.

Table 8
Proportion of sample selecting each statement as one of up to three most appropriate measures of success in Forest Service NEPA processes.

Measure of success Advisory
(%)

Line
(%)

Bridger
(%)

Implementer
(%)

Average selection across
groups (%)

Total sample
selection (%)

Effective disclosure index* 88 79 82 72 80 75
Full disclosure of impact analyses has taken place* 42 40 41 31 39 33
Well-documented rationale for decision is developed* 36 37 33 28 33 31
All procedures are followed correctly* 22 18 24 17 20 19
The decision-making process is made transparent to all stakeholders* 24 23 16 13 19 15
Public participants are satisfied with the PROCESS 23 13 17 16 17 16
The final document is easy to read and understand 16 11 16 15 15 15
Other agencies are effectively engaged 2 1 1 2 1 1

Minimizing impacts index* 23 25 32 38 30 35
The final decision minimizes adverse environmental impacts* 23 24 32 38 29 34
The final decision minimizes adverse socioeconomic impacts 4 4 4 5 4 5

Satisfaction & appeasement index* 8 9 12 18 12 16
No litigation or appeals* 3 5 7 10 6 9
Public participants are satisfied with the FINAL DECISION 3 3 5 5 4 5
All team members are satisfied with the process 3 1 2 3 2 2
Compromise has taken place between the interested parties* 1 0 1 3 1 2

Efficiency index* 40 46 41 38 41 40
The project gets implemented* 38 40 36 31 36 33
The process is completed in a timely manner 8 13 10 13 11 12

Single items not in an index
The final decision reflects the mission of the agency* 22 24 27 27 25 26
The process employs the best available biophysical science* 13 13 17 19 15 18
The process employs the best available social science 3 3 3 4 3 3

*Significant difference between groups (p < .05 e chi-squared tests).

Table 7
Proportion of sample selecting each statement as one of up to three best reflections of the purpose of Forest Service NEPA processes.

Perceived purpose of Forest Service
NEPA processes

Advisory
(%)

Line
(%)

Bridger
(%)

Implementer
(%)

Average selection
across groups (%)

Total sample
selection (%)

Disclosure & decision-making index* 93 93 94 90 93 91
Public disclosure of environmental analyses* 77 75 76 63 73 67
Public disclosure of decision-making process* 44 53 47 39 46 43
To improve final decision* 42 33 33 26 33 28
To provide a framework for decision-making 28 29 35 33 31 32
Giving stakeholders a voice in the decision-making process 28 34 28 30 30 30

Transactional NEPA index* 43 38 48 57 46 53
Balancing multiple interests* 18 16 17 25 19 23
Protection from litigation* 14 11 14 19 15 17
To increase environmental sensitivity of agency actions* 16 7 17 16 14 15
To improve relationships with the public and other stakeholders* 2 8 7 10 7 9
A tool for internal communications within the agency* 1 1 4 5 3 4

Item not in an index
To expand consideration of alternatives 10 8 8 10 9 9

*Significant difference between groups (p < .05 e chi-squared tests).
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I have seen, in my 30 year career, only a handful of line
officers, in my opinion, who really used the NEPA process to
improve the considerations they made in decision-making.
Most of them instead, in my view, see NEPA as something to
‘get through’. This becomes frustrating for resource
specialists.

6. Limitations

While certain weaknesses are inherent in any survey meth-
odology, some particular limitations may apply to this study. These
limitations primarily relate to varying interpretations of the
wording of the questions included in the survey. A small number
of respondents reported that they were unsure whether they
should align their answers about NEPA's intended purpose with
how it is performed in the Forest Service or how they think it
should be performed. When we fielded these questions, we
instructed respondents to focus on the latter, which was our
original intention. Cognitive tests of a pilot survey also revealed
that most would in fact interpret the surveys in this way. Further,
the question about appropriate measures of success may involve
a more complex cognitive process than we expected. While we
expected that most respondents would look at the questions in
terms of how success might be defined, others may have specifi-
cally considered the difficulty involved in measuring specific
outcomes. This may have influenced their responses, though we
cannot accurately predict how. Additionally, some respondents
clearly had some misgivings and anxieties about how their
responses would be interpreted. One replied, “You are setting me
up in the cross hairs of the organization”. We expect that these
feelings negatively impacted response rates. Finally, the survey
may have caused tension within some respondents who wished to
reflect the importance of a particular statement even though they
may consider it to be outside the scope of NEPA. The converse
might also be true. For example, balancing multiple interests
might be a part of the planning process, but some respondents
may perceive it to happen outside of their own particular defini-
tion of the NEPA process. Responses could have been affected in
either direction by this phenomenon.

7. Conclusion

Ambiguities in NEPA guidance allow for broad discretion, which
allows for the re-creation of NEPA's critical task(s) from process to
process. As a result, a singularly defined purpose for Forest Service
NEPA processes cannot easily exist within the system. While the
tremendous variability in project-types and in the contexts in
which the Forest Service works speaks to the need for context-
specific strategies to meet planning goals, the lack of a singular
critical task for Forest Service NEPA processes may spur more
problems than it solves. One might imagine the consequences of
this absence to include an inability to intelligently address revisions
to agency-wide guidance, a tendency for centralized advisory staff
tasked with trouble-shooting to be regularly blind-sided by unex-
pected complications in forest and district-level processes, and
serious communications challenges between different functional
groups and those from different geographic locations who have
each developed their own solutions to NEPA-related challenges.
The second paper in this series (Stern et al., 2010) addresses the
question: in the absence of a singular vision of success, how do
agency personnel believe they should best navigate their way
through these processes given their varying perceptions of NEPA's
critical task?
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