Park Ranger Literature Review

Background and Purpose:

This preliminary literature review was prepared by the National Park Service (NPS) Social Science Program for Ed Clark of Shenandoah National Park and supported by Ken Johnson of the Institute for Conservation Law Enforcement. The principal investigator is Elise Thatcher, Research Assistant with the Social Science Program.

Clark, Johnson and others are engaged in the research and development of resource law enforcement capacities to mitigate complex and trans-boundary threats to parks. A major component will be a three-year demonstration project to develop intelligence collection and analysis tools. This project will also develop work-force management tools, allocating protection assets to values at risk. These will be deployed and tested at pilot parks.

Work to date suggests that these advanced protection capacities will require the NPS work force to operate effectively in a management-directed environment. The envisioned work force will also likely value extensive team-work across disciplines, and appreciate a long- term focused, information-driven work environment. 

At this time it is arguable that these values are not as strong within the NPS law enforcement sector as is necessary for effective natural resource protection. This force may properly have evolved to value independence in decision-making, and rangers may be most productive in response to rapidly changing priorities. But as a result rangers may place lower value on participating in information-driven workplaces.

The demonstration project includes funding to research what design elements will support adoption of different behaviors to implement the envisioned changes. These data may inform such decisions as the design of the work force, computer interfaces, training, and performance measures.

Clark requested the assistance of the NPS Social Science Program to determine the state of knowledge of the characteristics, motivators, personal values and expectations of the present NPS law enforcement ranger workforce.

The purpose of this review is, therefore, to assess what research on NPS or Canadian law enforcement park rangers has been done. It will then be used to determine what further research needs to be conducted in order to assist this project. 
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Process:

Resources used for this review are those available through the online libraries of Texas AM University and the Department of the Interior Library. The online search engine Academic Search Premier was the key database used through the libraries of Texas AM with results provided through online journal services EBSCO and SFX. Search engines HeinOnline and InfoTrac OneFile were used through the Department of the Interior Library website. These academic databases were searched with the following keywords, both separately and in combination with one another: “law,” “enforcement,” “natural resources,” “rural,” “police,” “park rangers,” “rangers,” “nature,” “outdoor(s).” Additional articles of interest identified in the bibliographies from the articles found were included in the search, although not often located. Articles not available within immediate document retrieval capabilities are included in the section titled “Other Articles.” 

While this preliminary literature review is limited in scope, the search conducted generally yields a reliable estimate of the volume of available literature on the subject of NPS and Canadian park rangers. What is important in this case is that there are more articles addressing this topic which were immediately unavailable. A more complete literature review would include these articles and communication with identified researcher Michael R. Pendleton to ferret out further data. Such a review may also use broader search criteria, e.g. from the related disciplines of police-work, to uncover information. 
Findings:

Research on the personal values, motivators and behaviors of the NPS law enforcement ranger work force is limited, although there appears to be a good beginning for academic research in the articles included below. Information on visitor perceptions and expectations of this work force is similarly limited. Research on the mission effectiveness of the work force is largely non-existent. This is somewhat surprising in light of the long standing debate within the NPS on the proper role of the ranger.

The majority of literature considering US and Canadian national park rangers addresses crime rates in US and Canadian national parks. As a result, they are more focused on the working environment of park rangers rather than the rangers themselves. This review includes one such article (Pendleton, 2000). The remaining three articles focus on park rangers and their work with a focus on the increase of park ranger law enforcement duties.

Two themes come to the fore in the second group of articles. First, the law enforcement component of ranger duties has increased in correspondence with the increase in crime in NPS and Canadian units in the past twenty years (Soden & Hester, 1989). Since the late 1980’s there has been a disagreement of opinion within the ranger corps about the increase in law enforcement duties. Of two hundred park rangers surveyed, half viewed NPS agency law enforcement decisions (which usually meant increased law enforcement duties) in a neutral or negative light. Gender, education, age, ideology, and field of study did not appear to affect rangers’ opinions. Those most likely to view law enforcement duties negatively had served long enough that their initial duties were more naturalist rather than enforcement oriented.
 Overall, however, NPS park rangers incorporated law enforcement duties in their workload without significant protest. Authors Soden and Hester attribute this ability to incorporate less-than-appealing duties to rangers’ high levels of job satisfaction associated with other duties. They also cite park rangers’ appreciation for NPS agency “openness” to new methods for addressing contemporary problems.

The second dominant theme is the manner that NPS and Canadian park rangers carry out law enforcement duties in response to criminal incidents. In comparison with urban police, rangers are more likely to “encourage, bargain, avoid, or bluff” when talking with the perpetrator of a crime in order to arrange a solution (Pendleton, 1998). This approach is called “soft enforcement” because rangers prefer to rely on “officer presence and verbal persuasion” rather than threaten perpetrators with arrest. Often rangers do not report incidents because they feel that “staying on the good side” of park visitors and local residents allows them more leverage in convincing visitors not to commit criminal acts in the future. Soft enforcement also stems from rangers’ belief in acting as natural resource guardians rather than hard-line urban law enforcement officers. This role enables them to address crimes involving agriculture and natural resources that differ from those associated with urban areas, e.g. Native American harvesting of specific plants. Important here is the assumption that rangers, as locals, are privy to local knowledge of people and natural resources unknown to outsiders.
Conclusions:

The majority of research on NPS and Canadian park rangers conducted thus far has been concerned with their growing role as law enforcement officers. Pendleton asserts that although more hard enforcement tactics are being adopted, soft enforcement remains rangers’ prevailing approach when immediately responding to criminal activity within a park. Soft enforcement exhibited rangers’ reluctance to use centralized, protocol-oriented response methods. The four methods used by rangers (bluffing, encouraging, bargaining, and avoiding) are indicative of the complex web of options presented by soft enforcement for rangers to address incidents. Although Pendleton argues that this complexity and its strong ties to the community are what makes a blend of soft and hard enforcement a viable option for rangers addressing law enforcement incidents, his work does not make it clear to the principal investigator if the individualized, independent approach rangers use in soft enforcement deters natural resource crimes to the degree that it sufficiently minimizes criminal efforts in parks. 

Further Research:

Upon reviewing these articles it appears there remains a need for a comprehensive study to determine if soft enforcement methods by NPS park rangers can prevent crimes involving agriculture, wildlife or other natural resources from being committed in NPS units. It appears research is also needed to determine the most effective way to add information-focused, management-driven capacities to the existing capacities of the NPS ranger corps. Before conducting such research a more complete literature review, addressing the articles included in the “Other Articles” section, is highly recommended.

Researcher of Interest:

Michael R. Pendleton, formerly of the Law and Society Department at the University of Washington, Seattle, appears to have done significant work on this subject. He operates his own consulting business in Kingston, Washington. His can be contacted at:

Pendleton Consulting
34225 Bridgeview Dr. NE

Kingston, Washington, 98346

 
Business phone: (360) 638-1179 
Business cell: (360) 509-1333 

Fax: (360) 638-1779 
Website: http://www.pendleton-consulting.com/index.html 

Email: mpendleton@telebyte.com 
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