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Introduction 

Survey Purpose 

PWSRCAC’s long-range plan calls for periodic review of organizational structure and effectiveness. The board 

of directors commissioned this organizational assessment survey to: 

• Identify strengths, weaknesses and opportunities to make the structure and processes of the 
organization more effective. 

• Measure board, volunteer and staff attitudes toward PWSRCAC’s work and their role in it. 

Among the specific areas of interest identified by the board are the following: 

• Quality of the day-to-day work environment 

• Committee and staff structures, focus and inter-relationships 

• Organization, participation level, and effectiveness of board meetings 

• Appropriateness and effectiveness of decision-making processes 

• Structure and processes for determining strategic direction 

• Interaction between paid staff and volunteers and implications for staff support and volunteer 
commitment, involvement, and effectiveness 

• Self-monitoring and ongoing organizational improvement  

• Communications at all levels 

Methodology 

The survey was designed to obtain information, opinions, and ideas from three key PWSRCAC stakeholder 

groups: board, staff, and committee volunteers. It combined elements of three major types of organizational 

assessment: 

1. Diagnostic – identify strengths, weaknesses, possible improvements 

2. Report Card – monitor key areas such as job satisfaction and organizational culture 

3. Opinion – generate ideas for strategies, priorities, tactics 

To provide the flexibility to address the wide range of topics, the survey was designed for online fielding and 

included both common and unique sets of questions for staff, board, volunteers, and members of individual 

committees.  
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SURVEY DESIGN  

Because every survey has inherent limits on its length and complexity, it was important for the McDowell team 

to understand PWSRCAC’s key issues and organizational priorities. The team began by reviewing existing 

documents, including OPA 90, the Alyeska contract, the current long-range plan, the committee structure, and 

other published information. The team then conducted a series of eight interviews with volunteers 

representing the PWSRCAC staff, board, and technical committees.  

Based on the document review and interviews, McDowell Group developed a draft survey for review by 

additional PWSRCAC representatives. After revision, the survey was programmed online and tested by 

McDowell Group and PWSRCAC staff to ensure the questions were clear and properly sequenced. 

SURVEY FIELDING 

PWSRCAC sent a survey announcement and a subsequent invitation letter containing the survey link by email 

to all those eligible to complete the survey. Fielding occurred from October 27, 2016 to November 15, 2016. 

Three email reminders were sent at intervals to encourage people who had not yet responded.  

Respondents 

There were 56 respondents, approximately an 80 percent response rate, distributed as shown in the table.  

Respondents Total Number Time with PWSRCAC Community of Residence 

 
 ≤ 5 yrs > 5 yrs Anchorage Kenai Pen Valdez Other 

Appointed board members 15 7 6 3 5 3 4 

Volunteer committee members 25 8 14 10 4 4 7 

Staff 16 8 8 8 0 8 0 

Total 56* 26 28 21 9 15 11 

* Fifty-six individuals completed the survey. However, not every respondent answered every question. Where 

applicable, the number of respondents answering particular question is noted in the tables as “n = #”. 

How to Use this Report 

This report covers a great deal of information and is designed to be used at three levels. The document: 

1. Summarizes major themes from the survey results, discusses their implications, and makes 
recommendations based on that analysis. 

2. Records and organizes a large number of observations and suggestions by respondents, many of 
them quite specific, for further review and discussion as part of PWSRCAC’s strategic planning and 
ongoing improvement efforts. 

3. Offers a “snapshot” in time of the organization for future comparisons. 

Throughout the report, comments by individual respondents are in italics. These comments may have been 

edited somewhat for clarity or length. Where there are numbers in parentheses following a comment, they 

indicate the comment represents multiple responses.  



PWSRCAC Organizational Survey Report  McDowell Group, Inc. �  Page 3 

Major Themes 

Survey results overall were highly positive and revealed broad agreement on many topics. PWSRCAC’s 

three major groups of participants—board, technical committee volunteers, and staff—typically see their 

organization as important, effective, and a satisfying use of their time and energy.  

Technical committees are viewed as highly effective, but potentially more efficient and more 

strategically driven. There is interest in revising PWSRCAC’s committee structure, but it is by no means 

universal. Restructuring options are discussed in the report. 

Where there is impetus for change, it is mainly staff-driven. Board and technical committee members 

offered many suggestions, but tended to be more satisfied than staff with PWSRCAC’s current status. 

The survey did not identify any areas that warrant “emergency” attention, but it did produce a number of 

common themes that suggest opportunities for improvement. Potential steps to address these and other 

findings are discussed in the “Recommendations” section. 

• More effective meetings. The fundamental concept behind PWSRCAC makes meetings a critical 

activity. Most respondents consider PWSRCAC’s meetings well organized, well supported, and 

reasonably productive. In part because meetings are so important, however, respondents proposed 

a number of potential improvements. Chief among these, is better technology for distance 

conferencing. Several respondents went further and argued for more in-person meetings while 

acknowledging the time and expense involved. Another less common, but potentially important 

theme is that it can be difficult to engage in candid technical discussions during public meetings. 

This constraint affects some committees more than others.   

• Better time management. Members of all three respondent groups—board, committee volunteers 

and staff—feel pressed to fulfill all their commitments in the time available. Much of this challenge 

is inherent in the small size of the organization, its demanding technical and political environments, 

its large volunteer component, and the fact that operations are split between two locations and 

involve stakeholders from geographically dispersed communities. Respondents did not propose any 

“silver bullets” but offered a variety of incremental steps to help address the issue.   

• Better communication. Communication is at least as important to organizational effectiveness as 

time management and subject to many of the same challenges. Survey ratings of various PWSRCAC 

communications activities and inter-relationships were remarkably positive given its complex 

operating demands. Nevertheless, continuous improvement is important for efficiency and 

effectiveness and also for motivation and morale, because communication barriers can lead to 

frustration that erodes employee and volunteer collaboration and trust. Some survey respondents 

advocated for more external communications with communities and other stakeholders. 

• A better approach to long-term planning, prioritizing, and evaluating. PWSRCAC is different 

from most nonprofit organizations in several respects, most notably that its mission and board 

structure are specified in statute and many of its operating requirements are defined by the Alyeska 
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contract. Those differences make it especially challenging for both the board and staff to conduct 

effective long-term planning. An additional layer of complexity results from the integral role of the 

technical committee volunteers. All this makes it unsurprising that an important theme from the 

survey is how to use organizational planning, prioritizing and evaluation to identify projects, 

allocate resources, and recruit expertise.  

• Recruiting, supporting, and managing the board of directors. As noted above, PWSRCAC’s 

board is both similar and dissimilar to other nonprofit boards. Its fiduciary oversight responsibilities 

are the same, but its strategic leadership role is less clear cut. It must also deal with a potential 

conflict of interest inherent in many public boards, which is that members must simultaneously 

represent their member-entities and work for the overall good of the organization. Wearing both 

these hats can be demanding. Finally, in part because they are appointed by the member-entities, 

different board members bring different levels of availability and passion to their positions.  
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General Organizational Indicators 

This section summarizes the answers to survey questions about the following topics: 

• Personal satisfaction and motivation 

• General organizational effectiveness and efficiency 

• Processes for decision making and priority-setting 

• Workload 

• Communication and collaboration 

Responses are provided for all respondents and for three subgroups: board members, volunteer committee 

members, and staff. The survey also provided multiple opportunities for respondents to make suggestions, 

which are grouped where applicable throughout the report. 

Satisfaction and Motivation 

All three subgroups expressed high degrees of satisfaction with their PWSRCAC work. A slightly lower rating 

by the staff for physical work environment may reflect the challenges of having offices in two places. 

How satisfied are you with your experience at PWSRCAC  
during the past year in each of the following areas? 

(Mean satisfaction level. 1 = very unsatisfied; 7 = very satisfied) 

 Board Committee 
Volunteers 

Staff All 

Physical work environment 6.4 6.2 5.7 6.1 

Level of teamwork 6.7 6.7 6.0 6.5 

Level of personal fulfillment 6.2 6.2 5.9 6.1 

Access to information 6.6 6.8 6.1 6.6 

Access to key people 6.9 6.6 6.1 6.5 

Similarly, all three groups view their own passion for PWSRCAC’s work and that of the other two groups as 

strong. The slightly lower ratings for board passion may be associated with the unusual nature of PWSRCAC’s 

board compared with that of other nonprofits, discussed in the “Recommendations” section. 

Please think about your work with PWSRCAC over the past year  
and indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements.  

(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

 Board Committee 
Volunteers Staff All 

Overall, staff are extremely passionate about 
PWSRCAC’s work. 6.2 6.6 6.3 6.4 

Overall, board members are extremely passionate 
about PWSRCAC’s work. 5.8 6.0 5.8 5.9 

Overall, non-board volunteers are extremely 
passionate about PWSRCAC’s work. 6.3 6.2 5.7 6.1 
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Organizational Effectiveness and Efficiency 

The next set of questions explores respondents’ perceptions of PWSRCAC’s effectiveness. Answers are 

positive, but suggest some sentiment, especially on the part of staff, that PWSRCAC could be more effective, 

for example in its choice and execution of projects. Responses about the impact of individual contributions 

and alignment with individual expertise are highest for committee volunteers, which is an important 

organizational strength given the key role committees play. Slightly lower scores for the board and staff likely 

reflect a combination of factors that may include some lack of clarity about long-range strategies, discussed 

later in the report.  

Please think about your work with PWSRCAC over the past year  
and indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements.  

 Board 
Committee 
Volunteers Staff All 

I am satisfied with PWSRCAC’s overall effectiveness as an 
organization. 6.1 6.1 5.3 5.9 

The projects PWSRCAC has been involved in have been 
highly effective. 5.5 5.9 5.2 5.6 

I believe the work PWSRCAC has done over the past 
year has been extremely important. 6.6 6.5 6.0 6.4 

My contribution has a meaningful impact. 5.4 5.8 5.4 5.6 

My skills and interests are a good match for my PWSRCAC 
responsibilities. 6.0 6.4 5.8 6.1 

The next set of questions explores PWSRCAC’s use of time and resources. Again, overall ratings are mostly 

positive, but staff, in particular, believe PWSRCAC can do better, especially in its application of resources. The 

responses about the quality of board meetings, here and elsewhere in the survey, suggest that PWSRCAC 

does a good job overall of organizing and conducting these meetings. 

Please think about your work with PWSRCAC over the past year  
and indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements.  

(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

 Board Committee 
Volunteers Staff All 

PWSRCAC’s process for determining project priorities 
uses people’s time efficiently. 5.7 6.0 5.0 5.6 

PWSRCAC is extremely efficient in the ways it uses 
its staff and volunteer resources. 5.6 5.9 4.5 5.4 

Board meetings are a good use of people’s time. 6.2 6.1 5.9 6.0 
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Decision Making and Priorities 

The next table suggests that most people feel they understand PWSRCAC’s overall goals (line 1), but are 

somewhat less sure how those goals are tied to member entity priorities and project choices, and particularly 

how to use them to assess project effectiveness. The challenge of using established priorities to guide 

operational decisions is a recurring theme. 

Please think about your work with PWSRCAC over the past year  
and indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements.  

(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

 Board 
Committee 
Volunteers Staff All 

I am confident that I understand PWSRCAC’s priorities. 6.1 6.2 5.7 6.0 

PWSRCAC’s staff and board understand and respond to the 
priorities of the member entities. 5.9 6.0 5.3 5.7 

PWSRCAC’s process for determining project priorities results in 
good choices. 5.4 6.0 5.1 5.6 

PWSRCAC needs a better process for monitoring and 
evaluating progress over time on the projects the board 
approves. 

4.7 4.5 5.4 4.8 

Suggestions for Improving Project Selection 

The project selection process is discussed in more detail in the “Recommendations” section. When 

respondents were asked to suggest improvements to the project selection process, most did not answer. 

Those that did offered the following: 

• The process now seems to allow people to vote for what they like, instead of what needs to be done. I 
think a thorough look at our contract with Alyeska and OPA90 is needed in order to be clear about 
what we have been tasked to do. We are walking a fine line with multiple projects in regard to 
meeting our requirements. (board member) 

• Having a true long range plan, as opposed to prioritizing projects on an annual basis for only one 
year out. (staff member) 

• (It would be helpful to have) more of a "this is our top 3 priorities for the next year" from the board. 
We all know preventing spills is our top priority, but what are the most important projects or themes 
we're working on for the next 12 months? (staff member) 

Although answers to the question in the table above about member entities were mostly positive, some 

respondents suggested doing more to incorporate member entity priorities, for example: 

• I do not think many member entities reach out to RCAC for assistance or see it as a high priority 
partner. (committee volunteer) 

• Member entities' priorities are not documented (during the project selection process). (committee 
volunteer) 

• RCAC does not really ask for member entities priorities. The priorities tend to be staff driven. 
(committee volunteer) 

• We do not hear enough from member entities outside of board member participation. A better way 
to solicit feedback would be great. (staff member) 
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The question addressed in the next table was suggested by one of the people interviewed during the survey 

design process. Half the board and roughly one-third of committee volunteers and staff said the board has 

the most influence over priorities. However, nearly as many said it is the technical committees. Staff is also 

seen as having a significant role. This perception that influence is relatively balanced among PWSRCAC’s three 

main components seems healthy and appropriate given the purpose and responsibilities of the organization. 

However, it also highlights the fact that PWSRCAC’s board plays a somewhat different role than the boards of 

most nonprofit organizations, which tend to see priority-setting as primarily a board function.  

Please complete the following sentence:  
The group with the most influence over PWSRCAC’s priorities is... 

(Percent of respondents) 

The group with the most influence is … Board 
Committee 
Volunteers Staff All 

The board 53% 32% 36% 39% 

The technical committees 33 32 38 34 

The staff 13 16 25 18 

Don’t know  20  9 

 

Several optional comments described a complex interaction between board, committees, and staff, for 

example: 

• Tricky question. The priorities are driven by all three. The staff presents issues and projects, the 
committees vote on them and rank them, then the Board decides which will be funded and for how 
much and also the general priorities of the organization. It seems to me that the basic influence, 
however, comes from the committees. (committee volunteer) 

• My impression is that the board, staff and committee each influence which projects get funding and 
which get cut (which ultimately determines which projects moves forward, and therefore what is 
prioritized). (committee volunteer) 

Other comments highlighted the complex nature of the board, for example: 

• As much as I would like the board of directors to have more influence, the fact is this is a large 
volunteer board covering a large geographic area. Paid staff are committed to keeping the 
organization focused much more so than volunteers. (board member) 

• The board makes the final vote, but I think they rely heavily on the technical committees and staff 
recommendations and guidance. (board member) 

• The board, of course, has the last word, as they should. The input of the technical committees is given 
due consideration. (committee volunteer) 

• After the contract, I'd say the board has the most influence since they approve the budget. 
(committee volunteer) 

• I think staff and technical committees are really the drivers and would like to see the board do most 
of the driving. (staff member) 

Staff’s role is complex as well, finding a balance between responding to the board, supporting committees, 

and generating options and even organizational direction when there is a void, for example: 

• (Staff keeps the) board focused and on mission and does all the heavy lifting. (board member) 

• It should be the board, but the staff seems to drive everything. (committee volunteer) 
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• Staff provides needed direction through their knowledge and database. (committee volunteer) 

• PWSRCAC became much more staff driven under the previous ED. It appears to be balancing out now 
under the new ED. (staff member) 

• I'd like to see the committees be less staff driven and more of a sounding board for ideas rather then 
just approvers of reports. (staff member) 

• The ED can substantially influence priorities. (committee volunteer) 

• The staff contributes many ideas, but the board's desires are the most closely followed. (staff member) 

• I applaud the staff for the thorough and detailed work they do. Meetings and other group occasions 
are very well planned, effective and, in my experience, have gone along without hitches (which speaks 
very well about the logistic work). (committee member)  

Committees are seen as highly influential: 

• Although the work is lead by staff (at least in the committee I belong to), I feel that the committee 
members opinions and input is highly valued. Decisions reflect committee members wishes, which are 
not always aligned with staff. This is GOOD! 

Finally, there are perceptions that some board members are significantly more active than others. Given the 

importance of the board’s role, the reasons for this variation, if it exists, warrant additional exploration. 

• Certain directors are very committed and very active in guiding the organization but a fair number do 
not contribute as much. (committee volunteer) 

• Depending on the committee, staff and committees are fairly equal. Only a few Board members 
exercise much influence. (staff member) 

• The Executive Committee works much harder and much more is expected of them than the Board as a 
whole. (committee member) 

Workload 

Answers to questions about board, staff and committee workload suggest these roles are demanding but not 

unmanageable. Of the three, staff workload is seen as closest to excessive. Comments suggest this is due 

partly to recent turnover. 

Please think about your work with PWSRCAC over the past year 
 and indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements.  

(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

 Board 
Committee 
Volunteers Staff All 

Overall, board workload is not excessive. 5.7 6.0 5.8 5.8 

Overall, staff workload is not excessive. 4.8 5.4 5.4 5.3 

Overall, workload for volunteer committee 
members is not excessive. 5.2 6.0 5.8 5.7 

Optional comments on workload included the following: 

• Workload varies with jobs and situations . Has not been excessive lately. (board member) 

• As a volunteer, the workload expected of us is very reasonable. Any additional workload we might 
contribute beyond what is expected of us is entirely voluntary. (committee member)  
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• It seems to me that if RCAC focused closely on their mission, staff workload could be reduced and 
staff realignment could take place. Right now I think I see some staff (doing work that) is not really 
within the mission. (committee member) 

• There is an endless amount of material to consume and understand. It can be excessive if I make it so. 
RCAC does not expect too much from me, but I may expect too much from myself. (committee 
member) 

• Volunteers get many emails. Emails to volunteers should be coordinated among staff and be 
minimized. (committee member) 

• It does feel like we ask a lot at times, but people seem happy to give if they know the topic and feel 
it's of value. I think it’s our (staff’s) job to create that connection sometimes. (staff member) 

• Staff workload waxes and wanes based on what's happening. It generally feels manageable, but 
stressful if things stack up. I think in those times we do a good job, but could sometimes step back, 
assess, divvy up work, set deadlines and better map that work before it begins. (staff member) 

• SAC is the hardest working committee and should be a model for how other committees work. More 
expertise, not just interest, is needed on some of the weaker committees, (staff member) 

• Staff workload has been excessive in the past few years due to changes in personnel and big issues 
with both industry and regulators. That can be alleviated somewhat now. (staff member) 

Communication and Collaboration 

Every organization has room to improve communication and collaboration, and every organization can benefit 

from doing so. The first table, below, addresses communication at the organizational level in three areas: staff 

roles, organizational priorities, and feedback. 

Please think about your work with PWSRCAC over the past year  
and indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements.  

(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

 Board Committee 
Volunteers Staff All 

I am confident I understand the roles and 
responsibilities of each staff position. 5.3 5.4 5.9 5.5 

I am confident that I understand PWSRCAC’s 
priorities. 6.1 6.2 5.7 6.0 

I get constructive feedback about my efforts at 
PWSRCAC. 5.0 5.7 5.3 5.4 

It is neither surprising nor necessarily problematic that board and volunteers are somewhat unclear about the 

roles and responsibilities of each staff position. More worthy of attention is that staff rated this question 5.9. 

More specifically, 3 staff gave the question a “7” (strongly agree), 8 gave it a “6,” and 5 gave it a “5.” That 

doesn’t suggest a major problem, but with just 17 total staff, it would not be an unreasonable goal to raise the 

overall rating to perhaps 6.5.  

Results from the question about understanding PWSRCAC’s priorities are repeated in this table because 

priorities are a two-part topic. 1) Does the organization prioritize? and 2) Do those priorities get 

communicated to key stakeholders? How priorities are developed is discussed in more detail in the 

“Recommendations,” but the scores in this table suggest they are communicated fairly effectively.  



PWSRCAC Organizational Survey Report  McDowell Group, Inc. �  Page 11 

With respect to constructive feedback, it must be noted that feedback is a multi-dimensional process and 

means different things to different organizational components. Staff members, for example, may look 

primarily to their immediate supervisor for feedback. Board members, on the other hand, may look for 

feedback from staff, committee members, their communities, and other board members. The survey is not 

able to explore all these facets individually, but evaluation, including self-evaluation among groups, is a key 

source of feedback. These ratings suggest it may be worthwhile to examine how much and how effectively 

evaluation processes are used at PWSRCAC.   

The next table addresses two-way communications, those within the organization, and those with outside 

entities. For the most part, respondents rated PWSRCAC’s internal communications as reasonably good. Board 

members rated their communications with each other as only somewhat effective (mean = 5.0). Staff ratings 

also suggest some reservation about the effectiveness of board/board and board/staff communications. 

Staff is most concerned about external communications with industry, regulators and member organizations 

(rating them 4.8, 4.8 and 4.9 respectively). Some of the internal communications ratings by staff may have 

been influenced by the widespread sentiment that PWSRCAC’s teleconferencing technology needs 

improvement. 

How would you rate the following types of PWSRCAC communications over the past year?  
(Mean effectiveness level. 1 = very ineffective; 7 = very effective) 

 Board Committee 
Volunteers Staff All 

Between staff and other staff 5.8 6.5 5.6 5.9 

Between board members and other board 
members 5.0 6.1 5.2 5.4 

Between staff and board members 6.4 6.7 5.3 6.0 

Between staff and volunteer committee members 6.1 6.5 5.7 6.2 

Between PWSRCAC and industry representatives 5.5 5.6 4.8 5.4 

Between PWSRCAC and regulators 5.3 5.9 4.8 5.4 

Between PWSRCAC and its member 
organizations 5.6 6.0 4.9 5.5 

Between participants in different locations using 
PWSRCAC’s teleconferencing technology 6.2 5.9 5.2 5.8 

Respondent Suggestions to Improve Communications 

Suggestions below have been edited for length and clarity but reflect individual suggestions by respondents. 

Numbers in parentheses, where present, indicate multiple mentions of the same, or similar, suggestions. 

COMMUNICATING WITH INDUSTRY AND REGULATORS 

• Try as we might, our effectiveness in communicating is a two way street with industry and regulators. 
If they are not responsive, we are then limited in what we can do. (board member) 

• Communication and trust have improved with industry and regulators during the past year. (staff 
member) 

• The overall experience has been greatly enhanced with the selection of our new Executive Director. 
(board member) 
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• There are complicated or volatile issues, so interactions don't always result in the most productive 
communication even though they are conducted in a professional and well-intentioned manner. (staff 
member) 

• Communication and collaboration with the Cook Inlet RCAC can be improved. (committee member) 

• Would like to see more interaction with shippers and the Marine Pilot association. (staff member) 

COMMUNICATING WITH MEMBER ENTITIES AND COMMUNITIES 

• Board members could give quarterly reports to their member entities to keep RCAC's mission and 
identity on the radar in each community. (committee member) 

• I'm not sure how well we engage community members with some things that take considerable effort, 
for example SAC news, Observer, etc. (staff member) 

• Some board members appear very plugged-in and interactive with their communities. Others are not. 
It is not clear what we can do about that. (staff member) 

COMMUNICATING AMONG BOARD, STAFF AND COMMITTEE VOLUNTEERS 

• Improve teleconferencing and add video. (7 mentions by committee members and staff members)  

• Try other technologies, such as GoToMeeting or other screen-sharing. (2 mentions by committee 
members and staff members)  

• Email and Doodle polls have worked well. (staff member) 

• Have quarterly all-staff meetings based alternately in Anchorage and Valdez. (staff member) 
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Major Organizational Components 

This section summarizes survey responses to questions about topics specific to the functioning of PWSRCAC’s 

three main organizational components: staff, board and committees. The “Individual Committees” section, 

following, includes more detailed analysis of technical committee and board committee issues.  

Staff 

The questions below were asked only of staff members. The table shows the number of individual staff who 

chose each rating for each question (from 1 through 7). Most of the statements received high agreement 

ratings. Two staff indicated their authority may not align with their responsibilities, and two indicated they 

could use more effective supervision.  

The fact that all staff feel reasonably free to disagree with the board or management is especially important 

for an organization with oversight responsibilities such as PWSRCAC. Ratings were slightly lower for the two 

statements about capacity. This is consistent with other questions, such as the one immediately following the 

table, that suggest staff have felt the impact of past staffing issues and variable work demands on their time 

and stress levels. Answers to the final statement, about workload distribution, may also reflect a staff that has 

been in flux. Nevertheless, the overall rating is low enough to suggest a workload review could be useful. 

How much do you disagree or agree with each statement?  
(Number of respondents. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 DK Mean 
I have the resources necessary to do my work. 4 8 2 1 - - - - 6.0 

I have access to any technical training I need to do my work. 8 3 2 1 - - - - 6.3 

I have the authority I need to carry out my responsibilities. 6 3 3 1 - 2 - - 5.5 

I receive effective supervision. 6 5 2 - - 2 - - 5.7 

I am comfortable offering opinions that may not align with the 
board or management. 5 7 3 - - - - - 6.1 

Staff has the capacity to provide adequate support to all 
PWSRCAC programs. 1 7 2 3 - 1 - 1 5.2 

Staff has the capacity to provide adequate support to all 
PWSRCAC projects. 1 6 4 2 - 1 - 1 5.2 

The workload at PWSRCAC is distributed fairly and effectively 
among the staff. - 6 1 2 1 3 1 1 4.2 

The next question addresses workplace stress, which is a complex factor. The answers below do not 

necessarily mean that the 10 staff who said it is somewhat or very important to reduce workplace stress feel 

chronically overstressed. Virtually every job involves some stressful periods. Some employees relish a stressful 

environment, within limits, and some may always want stress to be reduced, even if levels are already low. 

These answers, together with the responses to other workload questions, suggest the staff as a whole is 

managing stress reasonably well. However, additional discussion with staff about the sources and reasons for 

stress and what could be done to address them may be warranted. One potential source could be inequities in 

the work distribution. 
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How important is it to you to reduce the level of your work-related stress?  

Following is the number of staff who gave each answer: 

• Not important – 4 

• Somewhat important – 7 

• Very important – 3 

• Don’t know – 1 

Finally, all respondents, not just staff, were asked an open-ended question about whether PWSRCAC needs to 

hire any particular types of new expertise. 

Is there a particular kind of expertise that PWSRCAC needs more of on the staff? 

One third of respondents said “yes.” The others said “no” or “don’t know.” Suggestions below have been 

edited for length and clarity but reflect individual comments by respondents. Numbers in parentheses, where 

present, indicate multiple mentions of the same, or similar, suggestions. 

BOARD SUGGESTIONS 

• Media/communications 

• Environmental science 

• Professional marine experience 

• Staff development, conflict resolution, a mechanism for reporting issues before they become big 

• Fill Donna's old position 

COMMITTEE VOLUNTEER SUGGESTIONS 

• Art work and design for presentations 

• Physical aspects of petroleum fluids 

• Human resource management for people with technical backgrounds 

• Overall project manager 

• Sociocultural and economic expertise 

STAFF SUGGESTIONS 

• Administrative support, especially for finance (2) 

• Human Resources and IT 

• Loss of the library position was untimely as that work was not completed or sustainable in the present 
condition. 

• Project development and document management 

• Project management skills 

• Public policy and terminal operations and maintenance 

• Writing, graphic design and video 
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Board 

Following are summaries of three interrelated questions about board meetings. Taken together, they suggest 

there may room for some improvement in the way board members prepare for meetings. Respondents said 

agendas are generally well structured, and most believe the quantity of briefing materials is reasonable. There 

is somewhat less agreement that board members come to meetings well prepared. The survey does not reveal 

whether this perception about preparation pertains to a small number of board members or more generally. 

The implications of this data are discussed in the “Recommendations” section.  

How much do you disagree or agree with each statement?  
(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

 Board Committee 
Volunteers Staff All 

Board meeting agendas are well 
structured.  6.1 6.2 5.9 6.1 

Board members come to meetings well 
prepared. 5.2 5.6 4.8 5.2 

Is the quantity of briefing materials staff prepares for board meetings  
too much, too little, or about right? (Number of respondents) 

 Board 
(n=15) 

Committee 
Volunteers 

(n=25) 

Staff  
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

Too much 2 3 3 8 

Too little 1 1 - - 

About right 12 16 10 38 

Don’t know - 5 3 8 

The next question asks about how much time board members should plan to allocate to PWSRCAC. The 

“Board” column shows how many hours board members, themselves, think they should allocate. The other 

columns show the answers for committee volunteers, staff and all respondents. One thing to note is that 

board members, on average, say 10 hours a month is about right, while committee members and staff both 

think it should be more. A second and more important finding is that there is little agreement even within the 

groups, and further, that a significant number in every group does not have an opinion. This lack of 

consensus/clear expectations about board time commitment threatens organizational efficiency and increases 

potential for misunderstandings and friction. 

On average over the year, how many hours per month should PWSRCAC board members be prepared 
to allocate to all their PWSRCAC responsibilities? (Number of respondents) 

Hours per Month Board  
(n=15) 

Committee 
Volunteers 

(n=25) 

Staff 
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

5 to 8 3 1 3 7 

9 to 12 6 3 2 11 

13 to 16 2 3 1 6 

20 or more 0 2 2 4 

Don’t know 4 16 8 28 

Mean Hours per Month 10.2 15.8 12.4 12.6 
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The next table suggests some staff feel there may be room for improvement in the way they provide budget 

information to the board and/or in the way the board makes use of that information. No staff members said 

they were very confident the board has the information it needs to budget effectively (a rating of 7). Ten staff 

gave a rating of “6,” four gave a rating of “5,” and two gave a rating of “4.” 

Possibly more significant is that the board to some extent lacks confidence it has the information it needs to 

evaluate the executive director. In most nonprofits, evaluating the executive director is considered one of the 

two most important board functions, along with approving the budget. 

How confident are you that the board… 
(Mean confidence level. 1 = not at all confident; 7 = very confident) 

 Board  
(n=15) 

Committee 
Volunteers 

(n=25) 

Staff 
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

Has the information it needs to participate 
effectively in the budget process? 6.0 6.3 5.5 6.0 

Has the information it needs to evaluate the 
executive director’s performance? 4.9 6.1 5.4 5.5 

Nonprofit boards typically undertake three types of evaluation: the performance of the organization as a 

whole, the performance of the executive director, and the board’s own performance as a governing body. The 

PWSRCAC board is split on whether it should do more to evaluate the organization or the executive director, 

but nearly unanimous that is should do more to evaluate itself. Committee volunteers and staff also believe 

the board should do more self-evaluation. Most staff members believe PWSRCAC needs more evaluation in all 

three areas.  

Should the PWSRCAC board of directors do more to evaluate…? 
(Number of respondents) 

  Board (n=15) 
Committee 
Volunteers 

(n=25) 

Staff  
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

Performance of 
the organization 
as a whole? 

Yes 8 6 9 29 

No 6 8 1 7 

Don’t know 1 11 6 20 

Performance of 
the executive 
director? 

Yes 8 6 9 23 

No 6 8 1 15 

Don’t know 1 11 6 18 

Its own 
performance as a 
governance body? 

Yes 12 19 11 42 

No 0 1 - 1 

Don’t know 3 5 5 13 
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Committees 

The next table shows how many hours per month technical committee members think they should allocate to 

their committee responsibilities. The estimates are more similar on average from group to group than the 

estimates for board time commitment, above. However, as with the board commitments, there is considerable 

variation within groups as to the “right” time allocation. The implications are the same, namely that lack of 

common expectations could lead to inefficiencies or even friction among individuals.  

On average over the year, how many hours per month should members of technical committees be 
prepared to allocate to their technical committee responsibilities? 

(Number of respondents) 

Hours per Month 
Board  
(n=15) 

Committee 
Volunteers 

(n=25) 

Staff 
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

2 to 4 3 5 1 9 

5 to 7 5 5 1 11 

8 to 10 2 4 8 14 

12 or more 2 8 1 11 

Don’t know 3 3 5 11 

Mean Hours per Month 7.1 10.8 8.3 9.2 

The next table shows groups are also split on whether board members should be asked to participate more 

on committees than they do now. The most notable result is the one provided by board members. Seven said 

board members should be asked to participate more. Only three said they should not. Five, however, said they 

don’t know, a response that is difficult to interpret since one might expect all board members to have an 

opinion on this topic.  

Overall, should board members be asked to participate  
more on committees than they do now? 

(Number of respondents) 

 Board  
(n=15) 

Committee 
Volunteers 

(n=25) 

Staff 
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

Yes 7 6 5 18 

No 3 9 7 19 

Don’t know 5 10 4 19 
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Technical committees have an important role in prioritizing projects and participating in planning. The 

questions in the next table ask whether respondents believe they fulfill that role effectively, and most said they 

do, though possibly with some room for improvement. Committee members were more likely than board or 

staff members to believe they participate effectively in the two areas.  

How confident are you that technical committees… 
(Mean rating. 1 = not at all confident; 7 = very confident) 

 Board  
(n=15) 

Committee 
Volunteers 

(n=25) 

Staff 
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

Participate effectively in annual project 
prioritizing? 5.8 6.2 5.5 5.9 

Participate effectively in long-range planning? 5.7 6.2 5.6 5.9 

Finally, the survey asked about efforts by technical committee to evaluate their own performance. The table 

shows the number of respondents who answered either “yes,” “no,” or “don’t know.” There is clear support for 

more self-evaluation by the committees.  

Should the PWSRCAC technical committees do more to evaluate their own performance? 
(Number of respondents) 

 Board 
(n=14) 

Committee 
Volunteers 

(n=25) 

Staff  
(n=16) 

All  
(n=55) 

Yes 11 18 13 42 

No - 3 1 3 

Don’t know 4 4 2 10 

 

Respondent Comments 

Respondents provided several general comments the committee process, including the following:  

• Manage committee agendas more vigorously to minimize extraneous discussion and prevent items 
from being added without a proper vote.  

• Set meeting schedules well in advance and stick to them.  

• Take care to balance staff input, which is valuable, against committee autonomy, which is also 
valuable. 



PWSRCAC Organizational Survey Report  McDowell Group, Inc. �  Page 19 

Individual Committees 

This section of the report addresses PWSRCAC committees in more detail. First it summarizes a set of 

questions about the effectiveness of each of the technical and board committees as perceived by the 

individuals involved in that committee. Then it discusses the results of a set of questions about the number 

and focus of technical committees and reports suggestions by respondents for potential new committee 

structures.  

Technical Committees 

Respondents who said they were involved with a particular technical committee—either as a board member, 

committee volunteer, or staff support—were asked the extent to which they agreed with a series of 

statements about that committee. Following are the mean scores for each statement and each committee.  

The first table below shows the extent to which board, volunteers and staff who work directly with each 

committee agree with each of the following statements: 

• The committee has the right skills to be effective. 

• Members come to meetings well prepared. 

• The committee gets excellent support from staff. 

• The process the committee uses to choose projects is effective. 

• Meeting agendas for the committee are well structured. 

• The committee does a good job of being proactive and planning ahead. 

Scores for most committees in most areas were 6 or higher. Scores for POVTS tended to be slightly lower than 

for the other committees, which may warrant further discussion. However, there was no clear indication of a 

“problem area” from these results.  

How much do you disagree or agree with each statement?  
(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Committee Right Skills Members 
Prepared 

Excellent 
Staff 

Support 

Project 
Choice 
Process 

Effective 
Agendas 

Proactive 
Planning 

OSPR 6.2 5.6 6.3 5.9 6.2 6.2 
POVTS 5.9 5.5 6.0 5.5 6.2 5.4 
SAC 6.3 5.7 6.3 6.4 6.3 6.3 
TOEM 6.2 5.8 6.6 6.0 6.0 6.1 
IEC  6.1 5.8 6.8 6.0 6.3 6.1 
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The next table shows mean scores for agreement with the following statements: 

• Communications among members of the committee are highly effective. 

• Communications between staff and members of the committee are highly effective. 

• It is difficult for the committee to engage in meaningful discussion because their meetings are held in 
public. 

Members of OSPR and POVTS are more likely to view public meetings as a constraint on discussion than 

members of the other committees. The scores suggest that further discussion of the issue is warranted. 

 How much do you disagree or agree with each statement?  
(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

Committee Communications 
among Members 

Communications between 
Staff and Members 

Public Discussion 
Difficult 

OSPR 6.1 6.1 4.7* 

POVTS 5.5 5.7 3.2* 

SAC 5.4 5.9 1.8* 

TOEM 5.6 6.5 2.2* 

IEC  5.9 6.2 1.6* 

*Higher scores in this column indicate that public discussion is more likely to be viewed as a 
constraint on meaningful discussion. 

How could PWSRCAC improve at making sure technical committees have the right people to be 

effective? 

More active recruiting 

• More committee self-evaluation, including reflection on priorities and skills needed. An established 
process for reviewing the mix of expertise and quality of participation, possibly with a standardized 
questionnaire. (3) 

• Recruit actively. (2) Conduct more rigorous review when people's term is up for renewal. Establish 
specific needs when recruiting for new members.  

• Advertise to expand the pool of potential volunteers. (2) 

• Evaluate prospective members on the basis of their skills and experience. 

• Every other year, have staff and committee chairs review goals and responsibilities of each committee 
and the capacity of committee members and supporting staff to achieve them.  

Limit the scope of activity 

• Limit committee size and encourage people to compete for open positions. (2) 

• Limit the number of projects to make better use of existing expertise.  

• Reduce the number of committees to concentrate resources and expertise 

More training 

• More cross-membership on multiple committees. 

• Encourage members to take advantage of training opportunities. 
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Other suggestions 

• Ensure people understand the time commitment involved in committee work. 

• Require board members to join at least one committee. 

• Continue to treat volunteers well in order to attract good people. 

• Holding a minimum of 2 in-person meetings and providing better sound quality for teleconferences 
would both serve to attract and keep good members. 

Board Committees 

Respondents who said they were involved with a particular board committee—either as a board member or as 

staff support—were asked the extent to which they agreed with a series of statements about that committee. 

Following are the mean scores for each statement and each committee.  

The first table below shows mean scores for agreement with each of the following statements among board, 

volunteers and staff who work directly with each committee: 

• The committee has the right skills to be effective. 

• Members come to meetings well prepared. 

• The committee gets excellent support from staff. 

• The process the committee uses to choose projects is effective. 

• Meeting agendas for the committee are well structured. 

• The committee does a good job of being proactive and planning ahead. 

The results in the table suggest some committees might benefit from additional skills. The survey results did 

not indicate why member preparation for meetings was rated lower for the Strategic Planning Committee. 

How much do you disagree or agree with each statement?  
(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

The next table shows mean scores for agreement with the following statements: 

• Communications among members of the committee are highly effective. 

• Communications between staff and members of the committee are highly effective. 

• It is difficult for the committee to engage in meaningful discussion because their meetings are held in 
public. 

  

Committee Right Skills Members 
Prepared 

Excellent 
Staff 

Support 

Project 
Choice 
Process 

Effective 
Agendas 

Proactive 
Planning 

Legislative Affairs 4.8 5.0 5.8 5.8 5.5 5.0 

Executive  5.9 5.3 6.5 5.7 6.3 5.7 

Governance 4.9 4.9 6.0 4.7 5.8 4.6 

Finance 6.2 6.0 6.8 6.3 6.2 6.2 

Strategic Planning 5.3 3.8 6.5 5.7 5.7 5.0 



PWSRCAC Organizational Survey Report  McDowell Group, Inc. �  Page 22 

The Strategic Planning Committee was also rated somewhat lower than the other committees on effective 

member communications. Public discussion at meetings is perceived as most constraining by the Legislative 

Affairs Committee. 

How much do you disagree or agree with each statement?  
(Mean agreement level. 1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) 

Committee Effective Communications 
among Members 

Effective Communications 
between Staff and Members 

Public Discussion 
Difficult* 

Legislative Affairs 4.4 5.0 4.1 

Executive  5.5 6.0 2.8 

Governance  4.6 6.0 2.3 

Finance 5.5 6.3 2.0 

Strategic Planning 4.0 5.6 1.6 

*Higher scores in this column indicate committees for which public discussion is more likely to be viewed as a 
constraint on meaningful discussion. 

Restructuring Technical Committees 

Several questions on the survey were designed to shed light on whether PWSRCAC’s current technical 

committee structure should be revised.  

Importance of Change 

The survey asked two questions to learn more about how important respondents think it is to improve the 

current technical committees. The first asked respondents to rank the extent to which they believe the 

committees focus on the right issues.  

The next table suggests that staff have the most reservations about how committees choose their focus.  

In general, technical committees focus on the right issues.  
(Number of respondents. 7 = strongly agree; 1 = strongly disagree) 

Level of Agreement Board  
(n=15) 

Committee Volunteers 
(n=25) 

Staff 
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

7 = Strongly agree 2 7 2 11 

6 6 9 4 19 

5 6 6 3 15 

4 1 2 4 7 

3 - - 1 1 

2 - - - - 

1 = Strongly disagree - - - - 

Don’t know - 1 2 3 

Mean Agreement Level 5.6 5.9 5.1 5.6 
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The next table shows that staff uniformly believe committee functions should be improved. Committee 

volunteers are more evenly split, and most board members tend to think improvement is not a high priority. 

It is important to improve the way PWSRCAC’s technical committees function.  
(Number of respondents. 7 = strongly agree; 1 = strongly disagree) 

Level of Agreement Board 
 (n=15) 

Committee Volunteers 
(n=25) 

Staff 
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

7 = Strongly agree - 6 3 9 

6 2 5 10 17 

5 3 3 2 8 

4 4 2  6 

3 2 1  3 

2 4 2  6 

1 = Strongly disagree - -  - 

Don’t know - 6 1 7 

Mean Agreement Level 3.8 5.4 6.1 5.1 

Structural Options 

The survey included several questions about the technical committee structure, including whether changes 

should be made to the number or focus of those committees. The next table shows how many respondents 

agree, and at what levels, with the statement that PWSRCAC has the right number of technical committees. 

Two-thirds of respondents agreed at a level of 5 or above, suggesting perhaps one-third support a different 

number of committees, in most or all cases fewer, based on comments.  

PWSRCAC has the right number of technical committees.  
(Number of respondents. 7 = strongly agree; 1 = strongly disagree) 

Level of Agreement Board  
(n=15) 

Committee Volunteers 
(n=25) 

Staff 
(n=16) 

All  
(n=56) 

7 = Strongly agree 3 8 1 12 

6 1 6 5 12 

5 5 4 4 13 

4 2 5 1 8 

3 3 - 1 4 

2 1 - 1 2 

1 = Strongly disagree - - 1 1 

Don’t know - 2 2 4 

Mean Agreement Level 4.7 5.7 4.8 5.2 

Respondents were invited to propose the ideal committee structure. They could either keep the existing 

structure or propose a new one. Following are the percentage of proposed committee structures that included 

each of the current committees: 

• OSPR – 92% 

• IEC – 92% 

• SAC – 90% 

• TOEM – 80% 

• POVTS – 71% 
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37 percent of the “ideal” committee structures included some new type of committee, typically one of the 

following: 

• Combine POVTS and TOEM 

• Combine Environmental Monitoring and SAC 

• Combine POVTS and OSPR 

Detailed results of the “ideal committee” exercise are too lengthy to include in this report. They can be made 

available in an Excel file on request.  

The most useful information from this part of the survey, however, is not the individual suggestions. The 

suggestions are informative, but they represent personal opinions and must be evaluated on more objective 

criteria. More actionable is the finding that there is significant, though certainly not overwhelming, support for 

altering or at least revisiting the number and focus of the technical committees.  

Rationales for Structural Changes 

Respondents who suggested a change in committee structure, offered the following reasons for changing: 

• POVTS and OSPR responsibilities overlap and the scope of POVTS activities is likely to decline over 
time. (several mentions) 

• TOEM and POVTS are similar and could be addressed with one committee. (several mentions) 

• There are not enough volunteers to fill all nine (technical plus board) committees. 

• There are not enough staff to support all five technical committees. 

• Fewer committees would mean less overlap on projects. 

• PWSRCAC has too many projects running simultaneously and could focus better with fewer 
committees. This would better leverage staff time and expertise. 

Other Improvements to Technical Committees 

Other respondent suggestions to improve the technical committee system as a whole are listed below. Some 

of them have been referenced in other parts of the report as well. They are paraphrased here for convenience. 

• More participation by board members and more attendance by committee members at meetings of 
other committees. (multiple mentions) 

• Reduce committee overlap to reduce confusion about responsibilities and jurisdiction and free up 
expertise to help on specific problems.  

• Broader representation of communities around the Sound on committees and less-heavy 
representation from Anchorage. Engage board members more in recruiting committee members from 
their communities. 

• More time for committees to work away from the public. Fewer projects and more emphasis on 
projects that support each other. 

• More communications across committees, perhaps bring committee chairs together more to discuss 
the big picture. 

• Use new technologies (for example GoToMeeting) to make teleconferencing more effective. 

• Does IEC have too much influence over PWSRCAC’s work? Could individual committees handle that 
function? 
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• Emphasize clear goals and objectives for projects. 

• Review committee membership, effort and expertise annually. Rotate committee chair position among 
all members. 

• A minimum of two in-person meetings and better communication methods between committee 
members to promote collaboration. 
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Other Respondent Comments and Suggestions 

Staff Structure 

What, if anything, would you change about the structure of PWSRCAC’s staff? 

Two thirds of respondents said no change was needed or that they did not know. Among the remaining third, 

several said flexibility is important to address variable organizational and committee demands, to “keep things 

fresh,” and to make best use of individual skills and expertise. Several others suggested re-evaluating 

supervisory relationships.  

Three respondents recommended more financial management capacity. Three others (all staff members) 

recommended filling the Director of Programs position. Two respondents suggested a more formal evaluation 

of IT needs, and another recommended engaging an outside IT contractor.  

Following are selected comments from the survey: 

• The small staff needs to constantly be adjusted to vacancies to take advantage of individual strengths. 
This is an ongoing process that the director needs to continue to monitor. 

• I would reshuffle all of the staff committee assignments. just to bring new ideas to the surface and get 
people out of their comfort zone. 

• Spread out the financial officer duties so they are not all concentrated in one person.  

• Project managers could benefit from more direct supervision and support. 

Some respondents raised questions such as the following: 

• Are all staff treated equitably with respect to flexibility, pay, and opportunities for advancement 

• How is the span of control? Do staff get enough oversight? 

• Could positions/responsibilities be tweaked to make better use of individual skills? 

• Is it a problem for staff in one office to supervise staff in the other office? 

Two Biggest Challenges 

What are the two biggest challenges you face in the work you do at or for PWSRCAC?  

When all respondents were asked to identify the two biggest challenges they face in their PWSRCAC roles, 

more than one third of the issues identified involved time, time management, and scheduling. Similarly, 

several respondents identified workflow and deadlines as major challenges.  

Lack of clarity about direction and priorities was next most often mentioned (10 mentions) after time 

demands. Other challenges mentioned by at least five people involved coordinating staff support and 

flexibility, teleconferencing and attending meetings, and various management challenges such as balancing 

workload and general administration.  
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Finally, challenges identified by just one or two individuals included access to expertise, staying current on 

technology, understanding the roles of the board and the organization as a whole, and maintaining 

productive working relationships with industry and regulators. 

Following are examples of individual comments organized according to which group identified them. 

Board 

• Not understanding the project prioritization process 

• Staying informed and proactive 

o Making the time to be prepared and knowledgeable 

o Keeping up and understanding the reading  

o Finding time to participate and read all the material. 

o Understanding my role and how I can contribute  

• Fitting it in to my work schedule 

o Time needed to travel to meetings 

o Conflicting dates within my schedule for meetings 

o Scheduling my work and life around meetings  

o Having to take off from work to attend meetings and  

o Having the time to leave my home and travel  

• Keeping my member entity informed without overwhelming them with information 

Committee Volunteers 

• Not enough time  

o Allocating time to attend my committee meetings  

o Finding time to study the issues and generate good discussion  

o Time to review materials 

o Fitting long teleconferences into my day 

o Time to review of the science of the larger issues  

o Keeping up with emails. 

• Being prepared 

o Overload of information 

o Preparing for the technical committee 

o Keeping up with the amount of information.  

o Keeping current with technology developments  

o Devoting enough time to the materials presented. 

• Scheduling meetings, especially in-person meetings 

o Traveling to Board Meetings. 

o Living far away  

o Making meetings.   
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• Teleconferencing 

o Meetings held by teleconference are not as effective as "in person" meetings.  

o Lack of in-person meetings  

• Lack of the big picture.  

o Staying motivated as a volunteer.  

o Understanding what immediate or even what long-term effects our work might have. 

o Feeling that our work has meaning and value 

• Other 

o Lack of committee member with molecular biology background. 

o My own lack of computer skills  

o Project ineffectiveness 

Staff 

• Not enough time 

o Getting things done (2) 

o People missing deadlines 

o Lack of time/managing time/absorbing workload in the face of vacancies 

• Not enough authority 

o Being reactive because we can’t get the information we need (2)		

o Lack of control over how issues come at us, which leads to rushing and stress. 

o Uncertainty about job duties and level of authority 

o Lack of direction and feedback  

• Other 

o Feeling my input is not valued 

o Duplication of effort  

o Managing relationships with industry and regulators so we have access to good information 

o Ensuring our projects are meaningful and that we are viewed as a credible source of 
information 

o Working on issues outside my area of expertise  

One Change 

What is one change PWSRCAC could make to be more effective overall? 

• More outreach 

o More support/connection/community involvement with regions represented (4) 

o More outreach/communication to the general public (2) 

o Continue working to involve a younger generation (2) 

o Use a survey to gauge public attitudes  

o A better understanding by the member entities of what we do  
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• Strengthen and validate the project process (6) 

o Work on fewer projects at a time (2) 

o Don’t waste time on projects that are not viable. 

o Figure out better ways to measure success 

o Ensure meetings include both information and action, not just updates from staff.  

o More supervision/coaching for project managers 

• Ensure PWSRCAC is always seen as a credible source by industry, politicians, and regulators. (4) 

o Ensure board and committee volunteers understand issues and projects 

o The information is there but people don’t always find it/engage with it. 

o A better RFP process to ensure transparency 

o Improve the technical expertise of committees and use them more. 

• Make better use of the board 

o Engage board members year-round 

o More board involvement in critical issues 

o Manage board politics better 

• Work smarter 

o Clearer priorities (2) 

o More orientation for new people. 

o Occasional “brainstorming” session with staff and volunteers 

o Continue to work collaboratively, rather than as an adversary, with Alyeska  

o Annual review of committee functions 

o More individual follow-through 

o Cut down on paper; provide tablets or other devices to improve connectivity and flexibility for 
meetings, agendas, etc. 

o Perfect teleconferencing and decrease travel for meetings (2) 

• Other 

o Get regulatory authority 

o Place more emphasis on program (i.e., required monitoring, drills, services, etc.) and less on 
projects. Projects should be driven by monitoring issues 

Final Suggestions 

What other suggestions or comments do you have to make PWSRCAC as effective as possible? 

This final question of the survey was optional. One board member took the opportunity to say this: 

“It's a great organization and everyone needs to be reminded 
 how unique and important it is.” 
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Other closing thoughts included the following: 

TECHNICAL COMMITTEES 

• Reorganization of the committee structure to be more efficient re OPA90 and the Alyeska contract. 

• Set agenda and follow it. No extraneous discussions. 

• POVTS merge with TOEM.  

• Better sharing of information between staff and committees. 

• Reorganize committees. 

• More efficient contracting process. 

• More focus by committees on how projects that support RCAC’s mission and values (fewer irrelevant 
projects). 

ORGANIZATIONAL PROCESSES 

• More in-person meetings rather than teleconferences. (2) 

• Better technology – e.g., teleconferencing. 

• Better staff and board retention. 

• Better long-range planning process. 

• Staff input on ED job performance (in addition to the board). 

• Training to make teleconferencing more productive. 

• More efficient operations. 

• Better efficiency through organizational structure or long-range planning. 

GOVERNANCE 

• More regular reviews of the organization 

• A board that is more engaged. 

• A 360 degree interview process. 

OTHER 

• Building a unified community that will work together. 

• Take the survey again in 2 or 3 years and compare. With so many new board members, in several 
years they will have more perspective. 

• Board, staff, and committee members be more united and engaged. 

• Move from discussion to action.  

• I hope PWSRCAC develops a technology or system or process that is adopted by industry or by 
another organization.  

• Continued participation by the member representatives, including corporate history, committee 
participation, training. 

• With an aging board and volunteer body, and with EVOS receding into history, consider how to 
motivate the next generation to find time for board and volunteer participation.  

• Consider how to communicate the importance of lessons learned and how to adapt the organization 
to changing politics and environment. 

• Keep doing good work. Watch out for the Tug Transition!  
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Recommendations 

This section describes steps that may be taken to address issues raised in the “Major Themes” section and 

elsewhere in this report. Recommendations are as specific as possible based on survey results and McDowell 

Group’s training and experience with other organizations. More detailed recommendations would require a 

more in-depth organizational assessment. Because the survey covered a wide range of topics, one overarching 

recommendation is simply that, to the extent practical, PWSRCAC promote internal small-group discussions to 

explore particular implications of the survey. 

It should also be noted that some survey respondents suggested specific changes in how PWSRCAC operates 

or is structured at a level that is too detailed for McDowell Group to comment on or include in this report. 

Those recommendations have been conveyed to the executive director and the board chair for further 

consideration.  

Effective Meetings 

Meetings are an important component of PWSRCAC’s activities. Survey results suggest there are a number of 

ways they might be improved.  

RECOMMENDATION 

Look first at ways to upgrade teleconference technology. To help substitute for in-person meetings that, while 

desirable, are expensive and time consuming, we also suggest video capability be part of any new technology. 

It may also be desirable to partner, where possible, with entities in each member community to provide public 

access to PWSRCAC video-conferencing. This would facilitate not just meeting participation but gathering 

community input and other types of community outreach (see Better Communications, below)  

Members of some PWSRCAC committees (in particular two technical committees and one board committee) 

said public meetings can sometimes constrain candid technical discussions. The alternative is informal, and 

therefore private, working sessions where discussion can be free-wheeling, but no official actions are taken.  

Adding more private work sessions would increase time demands on staff and committee members, but 

appear to be worth consideration. They may be particularly helpful if PWSRCAC 1) provides training in 

meeting facilitation and 2) undertakes a more strategic approach to prioritizing (see “Better Time 

Management” and “Planning, Prioritizing and Evaluating,” below). 

Time Management 

The survey results indicate that board meetings are typically effective and did not reveal serious underlying 

problems with board roles. Ratings suggest the overall workload for board and technical committee members 

might be characterized as demanding but not unreasonable. However, it is not unusual for both types of 

volunteers to feel the time demands of their PWSRCAC responsibilities are challenging, as may be seen in 

responses to questions about time commitment, scheduling, participation on committees, and preparation for 
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board meetings. Further, board members have widely varying opinions on the amount of time their PWSRCAC 

responsibilities should require.  

Strategies to improve time management typically combine tools, such as communications technology or 

project management software, and incremental steps aimed at changing human behavior. The survey 

produced a number of relevant suggestions, noted throughout the report, but the next step toward this goal 

is to engage in further discussion and analysis to identify the most promising options.  

RECOMMENDATION 

Because meetings are such a big part of PWSRCAC operations, even small improvements in the efficiency of 

meetings could be important. The survey suggests that planning and support materials for meetings are 

already effective. Some respondents said there is room to improve preparation by attendees (board and 

committee members). If that is true, more thorough preparation would undoubtedly make meetings more 

productive and efficient. One respondent suggested some meetings could be chaired more effectively. 

Chairing meetings is an important skill. It is typically acquired through experience, but not everyone is a 

natural chairperson, and training can be useful. We therefore recommend looking at opportunities to provide 

more training and orientation for individuals who chair meetings in real time.  

Communication 

Communication is a multi-faceted topic, as described elsewhere in the report. The survey provides insight into 

many of those facets. Three that stand out for potential action are communication in the form of 

community/member entity outreach, communication with and among board members, and communication in 

the form of performance feedback.   

RECOMMENDATION 

Communities/member entities. Some survey respondents suggested PWSRCAC should do more to 

communicate to and gather input from regional communities and member entities. For example, staff rated 

communication effectiveness between PWSRCAC and member organizations at 4.9 of a possible 7. It is not 

possible to say, on the basis of that evidence, precisely what PWSRCAC should do differently. Given the 

importance of those regional relationships, however, we recommend the board allocate time to discuss some 

key questions, for example: 

1. What key information needs to flow from PWSRCAC to communities/member entities on a regular 
basis, and is it 1) getting delivered, 2) being noticed, and 3) being understood? 

2. What key information needs to flow from communities/member entities to PWSRCAC on a regular 
basis and is it 1) getting delivered, 2) getting acknowledged, 3) being evaluated and when necessary, 
acted on? 

3. Finally, how much of the communication burden should be borne by board members, themselves, 
and has the board found that burden manageable? 

Board members. A number of survey results suggest room for improvement in various types of board 

communication. These range from a somewhat low 5.0 of a possible 7 agreement score by board members 

with respect to the statement, “I get constructive feedback about my efforts at PWSRCAC,” to an effectiveness 

rating by board members of 5.4 of a possible 7 on their own communications with each other, to comments 
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by some board members that managing, digesting, and responding to their PWSRCAC email stream is a 

challenge. We suggest a small ad hoc committee that includes board and staff look at the various current 

board communication methods and determine whether improvements can be made. 

Performance feedback. Here again, without a more detailed review of PWSRCAC’s evaluation practices, it is 

not possible to specify what changes might be most effective. However, the survey highlighted a desire by 

board, committee volunteers and staff for greater focus on evaluation. We recommend that this effort begin 

at the top, with an annual self-evaluation by the board of directors and an expansion of self-evaluation 

activities by each technical committee. Recommendations under “Long-term Planning, Prioritizing, and 

Evaluating,” immediately below, are relevant to this section as well. 

Long-term Planning, Prioritizing, and Evaluating 

Improvements in individual time management, meeting management, communications, and other 

organizational processes will contribute to overall efficiency. However, a straight line is the shortest distance 

to a desired result, and to plot a straight line one must know the destination. A more holistic approach to 

organizational efficiency, therefore, is attention to planning, prioritizing and evaluation.  

The survey produced a substantial number of responses and comments that suggest the strategic rationales 

for some of PWSRCAC’s projects and priorities are not clear to everyone. One respondent commented that 

the organization needs a “real” long-range plan. Review of the 2015-2019 Five Year Strategic Plan suggests 

why some may feel that way. The plan focuses mainly on tactical (“what” and “how”) considerations, rather 

than strategic rationales (“why”). It does not tie specific actions and initiatives to measureable goals that are in 

turn tied to the mission or a set of stated priorities.  

Although the plan includes a detailed explanation of the voting process for choosing new projects, its 

description of the criteria by which those projects will be judged or subsequently evaluated is much less 

precise. Part of the problem is that the mission is not stated in a way that encourages measurement or 

prioritizing. The statement, “Citizens promoting the environmentally safe operation of the Alyeska terminal 

and associated tankers” describes a process with no beginning, no end, and no benchmarks. While it is a 

succinct statement of what PWSRCAC does, it is of minimal help for prioritizing.  

At the same time, page 19 of the plan does include a clear description of PWSRCAC’s desired outcome: “a 

clearly visible and demonstrated improvement in the system (of terminal and tanker safety) that results from 

our recommendations and advice.” The same section of the plan lists a number of “products” that could be 

measured to help evaluate progress toward the desired systemic improvement, including: 

• Providing a voice and forum for . . . citizens and communities  

• Scientific review of the impacts of terminal and tanker operations . . . 

• Recommendations and information on legislation and regulations 

These product-statements could be refined and expanded to provide a set of measurable intermediate 

variables for setting priorities, selecting and evaluating projects, and tracking progress toward systemic 

improvement.  



PWSRCAC Organizational Survey Report  McDowell Group, Inc. �  Page 34 

RECOMMENDATION 

Survey results, alone, do not warrant a recommendation to revisit the full scope of how strategic planning is 

conducted and who participates. However, we do recommend PWSRAC develop additional written guidance 

and procedures that address the criteria for prioritizing projects and the variables used to measure progress.   

Recruiting, Supporting and Managing the Board of Directors 

Because the make-up of PWSRCAC board is specified in statute, at any particular time there may be more 

variation in amount of passion/involvement on the part of individual board members than one might expect 

for a more traditional nonprofit. This may in turn lead staff to feel pressure to keep the board focused, 

engaged and productive. Some of that responsibility does lie with staff, but there are distinct limitations to 

how much nonprofit staff members may expect to change the behavior of the board members who govern 

them.   

In the end, it is the board’s job to manage itself. This includes ensuring its members receive the right 

information in the right form at the right time and that they participate effectively in governance, planning, 

and other fundamental board functions. For example, the board may request staff to recommend ways to 

structure, distribute, summarize, or otherwise manage information, but the board must ultimately make 

choices and live by them.   

The same is true of board motivation and engagement. There will always be board and committee members 

who are highly engaged and those who are less so. The disparity will be minimized if the board makes 

expectations clear (in writing and at regular intervals) and the staff plays the role of reminder, but not 

enforcer.  

RECOMMENDATION 

If necessary, develop or update written board and committee charters that specify duties, goals, and 

expectations and ensure the documents are distributed and reviewed often. Because PWSRCAC is such a 

complex organization for its size, consider requiring, or at least strongly encouraging, board members to 

become personally familiar with the duties and operations of multiple committees. 

Staffing Structure 

The survey does not provide enough information to support specific recommendations about staff positions 

or responsibilities. A full-scale organizational assessment would include tasks such as review of job 

descriptions, reporting relationships, and information systems, and might extend to activity diaries for key 

positions. With respect to the survey results, management is in the best position to interpret whether there 

are staffing implications.  

One finding of the survey is that staff tended to view their own performance and that of the organization 

somewhat more critically than either the board or the committee volunteers. However, the survey does not 

indicate that significant changes are needed. Further, it seems worth stating that any paid professional 

working in a small organization that has to interface effectively with communities, industry, regulators, the 

public, and a large volunteer workforce while conducting and defending a ever-growing body of new 

technical research is likely to face a certain amount of inherent frustration from time to time. 
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If PWSRCAC did wish to review its staffing structure at some point in the future, two basic perspectives may 

be helpful. One is theoretical – What set of positions, skills and reporting relationships would be ideal given 

the demands of the workplace. The other is empirical – What skills does the staff have, and how can they best 

be grouped and used? In practice, particularly for small organizations, staff structure reflects a balance of 

both, and this requires some inherent flexibility in how positions are defined and responsibilities assigned. The 

need for flexibility was highlighted in a number of survey comments. 

An analysis of staffing needs also would likely start with the desired end results and work backward. For 

example,: What are the key products and services? What people, information, and equipment are needed to 

produce them? What is the most efficient way to organize those people and equipment? Where will they get 

and store the information they need?. Implementing the strategic planning recommendations, above, will 

assist with this analysis, as it is important to place it in the context of larger organizational priorities and how 

those priorities are likely to evolve in the future. However, we believe survey results do not warrant a detailed 

staffing analysis at this time. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Survey findings reflect some of the challenges of operating in two locations, however they do not suggest the 

arrangement is unworkable, and many other organizations, including McDowell Group, are geographically 

distributed. Multiple offices do, nevertheless, require extra attention to communications tools and processes, 

for example to ensure priorities are clear and they may require more elaborate systems to evaluate job and 

unit performance. Our recommendations in these areas are described in other portions of this section.  

Finally, survey data and comments about workload and work distribution may to some extent reflect an 

organizational period of flux that is largely in the past. Nevertheless, we recommend a workload review be 

considered, if only to reassure staff and board that the situation is moving in the right direction.  

Committee Structure 

This report summarizes respondent attitudes toward the possibility of changing PWSRCAC’s committee 

structure. More detailed survey data is available on request and may be useful to inform further discussion. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Form an ad hoc committee (or assign responsibility to an existing board committee) to analyze the pros and 

cons of reducing the number of technical committees. The most commonly suggested combination is POVTS 

and TOEM, but other options may be preferable. The goal of fewer committees would be to focus staff time 

and volunteer expertise and energy to improve committee effectiveness and reduce stress.  

Look for ways to coordinate better across committees to promote information sharing and “cross-fertilization” 

and to help prevent unnecessary overlap. (This effort would be most effective if long-term priorities were 

clarified.) 

If not already in place, establish a simple, but regular process for committees to self-evaluate. For example a 

brief annual questionnaire would help members and each committee as a whole reflect on performance and 

priorities over the past year. This exercise could be conducted informally in a workshop setting and might 

benefit from third-party facilitation. 


