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SUMMARY
Understanding how committed employees are within an organization is a valuable tool for
managing and fostering a successful work environment. A continued appreciation of
employee commitment is especially beneficial following organizational change as it has been
shown that change inevitably impacts commitment levels to some degree. This study
investigated organizational commitment within a subpopulation of the newly restructured
Parks Canada Agency using an established survey instrument. The results of this study were
based upon a 62.6% response rate from a population of 300 employees in the Ontario region.
The findings revealed that an employee’s tenure and work location influences commitment
levels among the sample that was surveyed. This study also found that a commitment gap
exists between the expressed commitment to the current state of the organization and
commitment toward the mandate. An effort to improve the moderate levels of organizational
commitment would reduce the commitment gap and enhance the employer-employee
relationship. Six lessons for maintaining employee commitment within a protected area
organization are learned from the Parks Canada experience and their adoption would
contribute to the positive effects of the organizational change.
1. PARKS CANADA AND A DECADE OF CHANGE
The passage of the Parks Canada Agency Act in 1998 marked a fundamental change in the
management and operating structure of Parks Canada (1). Prior to 1998, Parks Canada had
always been a federal program, which historically served a host of federal departments, most
recently the Department of Canadian Heritage. When it officially became an Agency of the
federal government it remained affiliated with the Department of Canadian Heritage,
however, it earned several new defining characteristics. The drastic changes that ensued
necessitated years of preparation and planning, in addition to years of implementation and
adjustment. This study tells the story of organizational change through the lens of employee
commitment among a sample of Parks Canada employees.
1.1 A Brief Synopsis of Parks Canada’s Restructuring
In the early 1990s the federal government moved to create more and more alternative service
delivery (ASD) mechanisms to cope with increasing financial constraints (2). The Parks
program was largely viewed as a suitable candidate for such a transition following the federal
government’s Program Review initiative of 1994. This initiative set out a framework of six
tests for assessing not only whether programs were being delivered effectively, but also
whether the federal government should be delivering them at all (3). The agency design
represents an extension of the government’s foray into ASD and, more generally in the
comparative literature, the new public management (NPM) (4). ASD can be defined as a
systematic emphasis on streamlining and consolidation of operations, cost effectiveness, and
enhanced responsiveness to client needs. In the Canadian government context it has been
described as selecting the best means of delivery to achieve government objectives consistent
with the values of Canadians as citizens, clients and taxpayers (5). An overriding
characteristic of such initiatives by governments, whether under the labels of Program

Review, ASD or NPM, is an effort to focus on core responsibilities and to draw a clear
distinction between policy and operational responsibilities. An important means of giving
effect to such values has been to give agencies much greater autonomy – and responsibility –
for managing their service delivery or operational mandates.
The new organizational structure for Parks Canada that materialized was introduced
during the federal budget of March 1996 (6). At this time, it was announced that an agency
status would be established to “provide better services to Canadians and visitors through
simplified human resource and administrative rules and more flexible financial authorities”
(7). This structural transformation was not a simple reorganization, it was a major
undertaking. In addition to numerous operational changes, new legislation needed to be
written in order to create and provide a parks agency with the authority and tools required to
implement and manage a new course of existence.
Two years following the initial agency announcement the Secretary of State (Parks)
Andy Mitchell, on behalf of the Canadian Heritage Minister Sheila Copps, introduced the
proposed legislation on February 5, 1998 to establish the new Canadian Parks Agency (8).
The new legislation outlined the proposed changes that would occur as a result of agency
status. Furthermore, it was created with the direction and advice of all actively interested
parties, as Canadians and relevant groups were able to take part in two rounds of public
consultations (9). By December 21, 1998 the Parks Canada Agency became a reality with
Proclamation and appointment of the first Chief Executive Officer – Mr. Tom Lee (10).
One of the most important characteristics attributed to the new Parks Canada Agency is
that it continued to embrace its long-standing mandate as well as the Guiding Principles and
Operational Policies that were developed in 1994. The mandate of Parks Canada states, “On
behalf of the people of Canada, we protect and present nationally significant examples of
Canada’s natural and cultural heritage and foster public understanding, appreciation and
enjoyment in ways that ensure their ecological and commemorative integrity for present and
future generations” (11). The Guiding Principles and Operational Policies document (12) is
described as:
a comprehensive statement of broad principles that gives direction to both present
programs and future initiatives of Parks Canada. It provides a framework for the
delivery of heritage programs and for responsible management decisions that reflect
the national interest while being sensitive to local considerations. (p. 7)
The philosophical ideology of Parks Canada is engraved within these two articles and
they are both practical applications and symbolic representations of the kind of organization
Parks Canada prides itself to be.
Following the inauguration of the Parks Canada Agency, reorganization proceeded
which involved major changes to the human resource management regime, governing
framework, management framework, accountability mechanisms, financing and
administrative management (13, 14, 15). By the time this study was conducted in 2002, all of
these significant changes had taken place and employees were in a position to reflect upon
their experience and to indicate their commitment to the new organizational structure and
management regime.
1.2 Organizational Change and Employee Commitment
It is now widely accepted that any organizational change inevitably has some sort of impact
on all those affected by the organization. Indeed, to facilitate successful change it is asserted
that reformers must take into account how these changes will be perceived by the employees
(16). This is undoubtedly a challenging task for any organization whether public, private, or

non-profit; however, the greater the size of the organization the more difficult the challenge
will be. For example, the total employment size of the Parks Canada Agency at the onset of
change was approximately 5000 people (17). In order to understand the various concerns,
expectations, hopes, and fears that employees across the country may have it is necessary to
recognize the importance of field managers and to incorporate a micro-management
perspective into a macro-oriented operation.
The impact of organizational change is not a uniform experience for all employees. In
many cases a shift in organizational structure change be extremely exhilarating for some, but
it can also cause confusion, low morale, turnover and decreased productivity (18). It has also
been shown that one of the most devastating effects of a structural change can occur when the
nature of the relationship between the employee and the employer is damaged (19). Other
notable effects include reduced job satisfaction and distrust (20), a decline in motivation
(21,22), absenteeism (23,24), health (25), union issues and job insecurity (26). All of these
effects whether acting independently or collectively, have an enormous influence on
organizational commitment. Many believe that maintaining and fostering commitment among
employees during a period of radical change can greatly contribute to the speed and ease of
the reform (27,28,29). Organizational commitment is often defined as the relative strength of
an individual’s identification with and involvement in a particular organization and if that
association is positive, it is a powerful agent for both employers and employees because it
generates high levels of personal and professional satisfaction and increased productivity
(30). If commitment levels are not monitored, nurtured or considered an important factor
within an organization adverse managerial effects can result.
1.3 Purpose of the Study
At the heel of the organization change that occurred within the Parks Canada Agency, this
study developed a twofold purpose that emerged from discussions with Parks Canada
personnel. At the time, there was much discussion about the changes among employees;
however, independent research had not been conducted to provide managers with concrete
evidence about employee reactions to the new structure. Such information, it was anticipated,
could help guide communication and resolve unfounded discrepancies. In response to this
practical proposal the dual purpose was to: 1) gain insight into the current state of
organizational commitment among Parks Canada employees, and 2) develop a greater
understanding of the issues currently affecting organizational commitment within the
Agency.
The research design was purposefully exploratory because little research had previously
been conducted that investigated commitment issues in organizations with a conservation
mandate. While employees have been overtly recognized within protected areas to be the
sites’ valued ambassadors and they are uncontested as essential components to its success
(31), there are no studies that have measured commitment levels in protected areas following
a significant organizational change. This research endeavour sought to elucidate lessons that
could be learned through exploring organizational commitment specifically within a
protected area organization.
2. METHODOLOGY
This study invited 300 employees from the Eastern Ontario Field Unit and Ontario Service
Centres of the Parks Canada Agency to participate in the research. The limited sample size
reflects the approved terms of reference permitted by the Parks Canada Executive Board and
by virtue of the narrowly defined sampling frame it is recognized that the results are not
necessarily applicable to other employment regions within the Agency. This case study
approach does however, enable a highly specialized understanding of commitment issues

within a subpopulation and broad lessons can be learned and used as benchmark for future
research.
2.1 Defining the Sample and Survey Distribution Approach
The Eastern Ontario Field Unit (EOFU) is comprised of one National Park, three Historic
Sites and the historic Rideau Canal. There were 146 people employed within this Field Unit
during the data collection period. The Ontario Service Centre (OSC) includes four offices;
three of which are in Ottawa, while the largest is located in Cornwall. At these locations 154
potential participants were employed during the distribution period. The types of job
positions and roles differ significantly among the locations enabling a diverse pool of
participants to respond to the survey.
A single-stage census sampling procedure was applied to the study and all 300
employees within the sampling frame were asked to participate. The sample itself derived
from those employees who chose to participate. At each location surveys were distributed and
explained in person and employees completed and submitted the surveys the same day. In
cases where employees could not complete the survey on the day of distribution a postage
paid envelope was provided.
2.2 Instrumentation and Analysis
The survey that was distributed included a participant information section, an established
organizational commitment survey instrument, and a comment section. The first component
asked participants to indicate relevant demographic attributes and work characteristics such
as sex, age, length of employment and job type. These factors represented the independent
variables in the study. The intervening and dependent variables were measured using the 15question Organizational Commitment Questionnaire (OCQ) developed by Mowday, Porter
and Steers (32). This instrument has been used extensively throughout the past two decades
and has proven to be a valid and reliable method for measuring organizational commitment.
In addition to the OCQ, two questions were included to measure commitment levels to the
Parks Canada mandate. These questions were phrased similarly to the OCQ items and were
measured using the OCQ’s 7-point scale. The final feature of the survey was an open-ended
comment section for participants to share further opinions toward issues of organizational
commitment.
The relationships that were tested are illustrated in Figure 1. The independent variables
were measured using a variety of categorical and numeric questions and the intervening and
dependent variables, which operationalize the organizational commitment definition, were
measured using the OCQ. Other than the anticipated direct relationships between the
independent, intervening and dependent variables (illustrated by the solid arrows), it was
expected that there might be interaction effects between each of the different variable types.
3. FINDINGS
The results of this study are based on a 62.6% overall response rate. When assessing the
EOFU and OSC separately, it is shown that the EOFU had a lower response rate than the
OSC (49.3% and 75.3% consecutively). The former response rate is due, in large part, to a
greater percentage of participants not responding from the Rideau Canal (37.2%) as
compared to the other sites. The cause of this disparity may be due to the large number of
seasonal staff who was invited to participate at this location. Overall, the response
characteristics for this study enable a high degree of confidence to be place in the results
because they represent the views of a substantial proportion of the people who work within
the sample.

Figure 1: Visual Representation of the Research Variables
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The profile of the sample is unique compared to most organizations and is worth
describing in some detail. In both the overall sample and in each participating subpopulation
(OSC and EOFU), more males participated in the survey than females with an average
disparity of 15%. One of the most interesting items was the age variable which is illustrated
in Figure 2. The most frequent age category is between 45 and 54 years of age. Moreover,
almost 60% of the sample is reaching a retirement age and there appears to be fewer
experienced employees to fill their positions from within the Agency.
Another important finding relates to the amount of education the sample had achieved.
Figure 3 illustrates the education statistics which signify that all employees who participated
had achieved at least a high school diploma. The variation in academic achievement is
noteworthy, especially when considering the 29.4% of respondents from the OSC that have
completed more education above and beyond a university degree. The significance of this
statistic is clear when compared to the 1996 Canadian Census information that indicates only
13% of Canadians had attained a bachelor degree and just 4% had completed an educational
level above a bachelor degree (33).
A work location variable was created by segmenting the sample into three relatively
equal categories: the EOFU (38.2% of the sample); the Cornwall Service Centre office
(36.2% of the sample); and the Ottawa Service Centre offices (25.6% of the sample). In order
to maintain anonymity among the respondents, revealing more precise work locations was not
considered an option.
The mean length of employment reported by the participants in the study was 16.25
years. This is a surprising figure when considering only 25.8% of the employees surveyed
had worked for less than 10 years compared with 24.8% who have worked for Parks Canada
for over 25 years. These numbers reflect an overall employee base that has an extensive
amount of experience within Parks Canada.
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Figure 3: Education Statistics
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The relationships between the personal and work characteristics and the commitment
variables reveal a situation that has been termed the commitment gap. This phenomenon first
developed through an analysis of the OCQ followed by an examination of the questions
pertaining to an employee’s commitment to the mandate. At the time the data was collected
employees demonstrated a slightly positive commitment orientation to the management of the
Agency, yet they were considerably more committed to the Agency mandate. The descriptive
results of each variable are shown in Table 1. The summary indicator scores represent the
mean total (on a 7-point scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree) for the questions that
encompassed each variable. The fourth point on the scale was described as “neither disagree
nor agree” on the survey.

Table 1: Summary Indicator Scores
Variables

Summary Indicator Score
4.57

Belief and acceptance of organizational values (I)
•

6.06

Commitment to the mandate

Strong willingness to exert effort (I)

4.50

Desire to remain in the organization (I)

4.56

Organizational commitment score (D)

4.54

Note: The intervening variables (I) and the dependent variable (D) are based on a maximum score of 7
and a minimum score of 1.

Almost half (49.5%) of the respondents accepted the opportunity to explain some of the
issues that were affecting their commitment to the Agency in the comment section. Of the 93
people who contributed, a total of 169 distinct categorical comments were shared, which
averaged 1.8 comments per contributor. All of the comments fell into seven broad categories:
(a) Mandate Issues; (b) Human Resources Issues; (c) Organizational Change Issues; (d)
Perceptions of Senior Management; (e) Policy Issues; (f) Job-specific Issues; and (g) Survey
Issues. These comments strengthen an understanding of the specific issues that are affecting
organizational commitment and what is most telling is that over half of the comments fell into
the ‘perceptions of senior management’ category (51.5%). In fact, 94.6% of all respondents
shared comments that directly related to this category. The smallest category of comments,
which highlights the significance of the commitment gap, pertained to issues surrounding the
mandate (2% of responses).
The inferential statistics confirmed the suspected pattern of disconnect between
commitment to the mandate and commitment to the organization. Using simple linear
regression the two variables, segmented by work location, were analyzed to identify if a
significant difference existed. The results of this investigation are illustrated in Figure 4
which shows the profound difference between commitment to the mandate and commitment
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.

Figure 4: Commitment Gap between Organizational Commitment and Commitment
to the Agency Mandate by Work Location
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to the current state of the organization as reported at different work location (p = <.001).
Although a large gap is apparent at all locations, it is accentuated in the Ottawa offices of the
Ontario Service Centre.
Other findings that help to shed light on why this relationship exists are captured by the
demographic and work characteristics when they are compared with the commitment
variables. During this analysis it was found that the highest commitment scores reported
toward the mandate were expressed by employees who have worked the longest within the
organization, whereas the same employees were among those who reported the lowest
organizational commitment scores. This shows that the employees who have the most tenure
within the organization are also the most dedicated to the mandate; however, they are the
least committed to the current state of the organization (Figure 5).
When examining the relationship between the organizational commitment score and the
three defined work locations it is discovered that there are significant differences in how the
organization is perceived. Further analysis depicted two homogeneous subsets among the
work location variable that grouped the Cornwall Service Centre office with the EOFU. The
organizational commitment score for the Ottawa Service Centre offices were significantly
lower than both the Cornwall office (p=.027) and the EOFU (p=.007).
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Figure 5: Means Plot for Length of Employment and Organizational Commitment
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4. DISCUSSION
The experience of organizational change is a process that all protected area managers go
through at one time or another. It is not something that should be feared; on the contrary, it is
something that should be fostered in order to continuously improve management practices.
This research endeavour has highlighted the value of understanding how organizational
change affects employees. This is meaningful because they are, possibly, the most important
single factor in ensuring the successful management of protected areas. If employees are
strongly committed to the mandate but are not highly committed to the management of the
organization, then a coordinated approach to effective protected area management is not
practicable. Reducing the commitment gap by raising organizational commitment toward the
commitment level stated for the mandate will undoubtedly improve the organizational
effectiveness of the Parks Canada Agency. This outcome will also help to mitigate the

numerous negative consequences of poor organizational commitment including high turnover
rates, lower productivity, distrust for management and job insecurity.
4.1 Lessons Learned for Protected Area Managers
There are six lessons that protected area managers can learn from this study on employee
commitment. These lessons are broadly drawn from the specific implications raised in the
case study conducted in the eastern Ontario subpopulation of the Parks Canada Agency.
1

Fundamentally, protected area organizations attract employees who have a strong
environmental and/or cultural ethic, which must be fostered;

2

Although employees may disagree with the management of the organization, they
stay because of their commitment to and belief in the mandate;

3

Honest communication, and lots of it, is vital during periods of organizational stress
and will reduce animosity towards management;

4

Commitment must be fostered differently among new and experienced employees
because their organizational perspectives are unavoidably dissimilar;

5

The work environments that endure the most stress are often those with the least
organizational commitment – save those who experience positive relationships with
decision-makers; and

6

Monitor organizational commitment levels regularly in order to recognize change,
whether positive or negative, especially before, during and after a period of
transition.

These six lessons may appear overly simplistic and pragmatic. On the contrary, they are
incredibly difficult to uphold on a day-to-day basis, especially within a large organization.
The first lesson is the most valuable. By acknowledging, recognizing and encouraging the
uniqueness that exists within the protected area domain the commitment gap between a site’s
mandate and the management will be significantly reduced.
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