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    Observer Anonymous Survey Results and Interpretation  

Background  

 Set up through SurveyMonkey.com for anonymity 

 7/22/2015 Survey Monkey sent initial email request to 124 active observers (as of 7/22) to their 

noaa.gov accounts 

 Summary: Overall 34% response rate, and there was an even response rate across observer 

certification types. In addition, veteran observers (>3+ years) provided the majority of responses to 

this survey.  

1. Demographics- Position 

 ASM: 29%  

 NEFOP: 39%  

 ASM/ NEFOP: 28%  

 IFS: 33%  

 ASM/IFS: 35%  

 Summary: Most responses and highest response rate were 

from NEFOP observers, over other certification types. 

      Demographics- Experience  

 Less than 1 year: 25%  

 1-3 years: 25%  

 Greater than 3 years: 50%  

 Summary: The largest group of observers fall within 1-3 

years of experience, however the highest response rate is 

from veterans (>3 years). 

2. Are you concerned with the use of drugs on 

fishing vessels? 

 Not at all concerned: 31% 

 Slightly concerned: 43% 

 Said they felt either “Extremely concerned” (2%), “Very 

concerned” (2%) or “Moderately concerned” (21%): 25% 

total 

 Summary: One third of observers that completed the 

survey were not at all concerned with the use of drugs on 

fishing boats. Observers with Industry Funded Scallop 

(IFS) certifications were more concerned than non-IFS. 

Veteran observers (> 3+ years experience), showed more 

concern towards drug use on vessels, than new observers 

(<1 year). We will continue to improve our drug awareness training and if you have a concern with 

a particular vessel please contact Area Leads: Sara Weeks or Mike Tork.  
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3. Have you experienced pressure from your provider about taking a trip when you 

otherwise would have said no? (Weather, safety related concerns, vessel 

concerns, etc)  

 Never: 57% 

 Sometimes: 38% 

 Most of the time: 2% 

 Always: 2% 

 Summary:  About half of respondents said they 

experienced some level of pressure from their provider 

to take trips that they otherwise would have refused 

(due to weather, safety, vessel concerns). The pressure 

seemed to increase with years of experience. There was 

variability in provider pressure. However, at this time 

FSB staff feels no action is needed. We do want to 

remind observers that safety is always our top priority 

and to reach out to FSB staff if you have any vessel concerns.  

4. In your experience has a captain ever asked you to not report discards on a trip? 

 No: 45% 

 Yes, 1-3 trips: 33% 

 Yes, 3-5 trips: 7% 

 Yes, > 5 trips: 14% 

 Summary: A little over half of respondents answered that they experienced some level of pressure 

from the captain to not report discards. A majority of ASM certified observers reported captain 

pressure, versus non ASM certified (NEFOP or IFS only). We also found that over half of the 

newer observers and veteran observers experienced more pressure from captains about discards 

than the 1-3 year observer cadre. We will continue to provide education about how and when to fill 

out incident reports. Please also remember that field diaries are an alternative if observers do not 

want to submit an incident report. We recognize that working conditions are extremely tough and 

would like to encourage observers to fill out incident reports as they happen.  

 Eileen Sobeck (Assistant Administrator for NOAA fisheries) recently stated “Observer safety is of 

utmost importance for me and NOAA as a whole. I understand tensions have been on the rise 

recently, and we must maintain respectful relationships….At Sea observers and monitors are 

dedicated professional scientists. They make a valuable contribution to our knowledge of fisheries 

and deserve our respect.”   

(http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/aboutus/leadership/oct_2015_leadership_message_observers.html)  
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5. Have you ever not reported discards due to pressure from a captain? 

 No: 90% 

 Yes: 2%   

 Prefer not to answer: 7%   

 Summary: The vast majority said no. One of the 

responses was “yes.” We obviously do not know the 

circumstances surrounding that one response—if they 

felt overwhelming pressure not to report discards, we 

hope they would have filled out an incident report 

documenting the situation, or reached out to FSB staff 

or their provider for help. We hope that observers know 

we want to help if pressure becomes too much and 

interferes with their job duties. As always any data 

quality issues are taken very seriously, and each trip is evaluated based on the circumstances and 

specific situation.  

6. Do you feel well supported by each of the following groups? (Your Data Editor, 

Training Staff, IT support, Area Leads, COTR/Point of Contact, Other FSB staff, Your 

Observer Provider Company) 

 Observers were asked to select: “Always”, “Sometimes” or “Never” for support from their Data 

Editor, Training staff, IT support staff, Area Leads, COTR/Point of Contact, Other FSB staff, and 

Your Observer Provider Company.  

 <1 year experience: Felt most supported by their Editor, Training staff, and Area Leads 

 1-3 years experience: Most supported by their Editor and IT support staff 

 >3 years experience: Most supported by Provider, IT support staff and Editor 

 Summary: Observers felt most supported by their Data Editor, IT support, Provider and Training 

Staff. These positions are designed to provide daily support for routine observer duties, whereas 

the area leads and COTR are mainly working through challenges in the ports, and working to 

ensure service providers are meeting requirements and have the resources they need. This survey 

indicates a decrease in feeling supported by Training staff and Area Leads as experience grew. 

This may be natural growth and independence as observers gain experience. We will continue to 

strive for a strong working relationship with veteran observers and see if they would be willing to 

be involved in trainings for the future (i.e. meet the observer panel). We have started calling 

observers more regularly to “check in” and make sure if they have things they would like to discuss 

they have an avenue to do so. We also are developing a mentoring program that allows observers 

to pair with senior staff at Tech Park to have more focused conversations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Red = Never, Green = Sometimes, Blue = Always 



4 
 

 

 

 

7. How do you feel about the overall performance of Northeast Observers? 

 I think everyone is working hard and doing a good job: 5% 

 I hear secondhand that some observers are not doing their job: 62%  

 I have firsthand knowledge of some observers not doing their job: 21% 

 I feel there is a widespread problem: 5% 

 No opinion: 7% 

 Summary: More than half of the respondents have 

heard secondhand that observers are not doing 

their job, and a quarter have firsthand knowledge 

of some observers not doing their job. A few 

respondents thought everyone was working hard 

and doing a good job, and a few also felt there was 

a widespread problem. These results are 

concerning. We will continue to work with 

observers on avenues for discussing these 

concerns, or who to talk to if they suspect a 

protocol or standards of conduct violation has occurred. Based on prior survey questions it 

appears the vast majority of observers are in fact doing their job correctly, so it is good to note that 

some of these misconceptions could be a result of rumors or perhaps a limited amount of bad 

events. 

8. If you knew about a protocol or standards of conduct violation would you know 

how to report it?  

 Yes, I know who to contact: 41% 

 Yes, but I do not feel comfortable reporting on other 

observers: 45% 

 No, I do not know who to contact: 14% 

 Summary: A little less than half of the respondents 

say “yes, they know who to contact.” About half 

answered “yes, they did know who to contact but 

did not feel comfortable reporting on others.” Some 

respondents noted they “did not know who to 

contact.” We have created a “Northeast Fisheries 

Observer Program Contact Information” sheet that highlights important staff members and their 

role within the observer program. For any protocol issues please contact the Data Quality Lead 

(Debra Duarte), and any standards of conduct violations please contact your Area Leads (Sara 

Weeks and Mike Tork). Observers not following protocol can bring down the whole program, which 

is a disservice for all hardworking observers. Quis custodiet ipsos custodes? (Is a Latin phrase 

found in the work of the Roman poet Juvenal, which translates to: “Who monitors the monitor”?) 
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9. Are you thinking of leaving in the next 3 months, and if so, what are your 

reasons? (You may select more than one option) 

 No, I do not plan on leaving: 43% 

 Yes, I do plan on leaving for the following reasons: 57% 

o Due to rate of pay (partial sea day rate, general pay rate, land hours etc): 88% 

o Want a predictable schedule: 71% 

o Due to stress from fishermen or industry: 54% 

o Due to lack of sea days: 46% 

o Due to provider related issues (lack of support, etc. not related to pay): 38% 

o Other (please specify): 42% 

 Summary: Less than half our observer workforce planned on staying beyond another 3 months. 

The most common reason for leaving was due to rate of pay (88% of the “Yes’s”). The next was 

because of wanting a predictable schedule (71%). Then it was due to stress from industry (54%). 

Of those who plan to leave due to stress from industry 43% are ASM certified and 16% are non-

ASM. Observer comments for leaving included: “going industry funded”, “combination of great 

industry uncertainty with pay cuts”, “want to see where my work benefits others”, “do not see very 

much to gain from climbing the ranks within my provider or at Tech Park,” and “dangerous nature 

of job”. We understand the concern about pay rate, and we have tried to address this top in our 

Myth versus Fact page. 
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Moving Forward 

 

The Fisheries Sampling Branch took this Observer Anonymous Survey very seriously, and will 

continue to develop ways to improve observer morale, increase retention rates, and improve safety 

culture. For more information or questions regarding the Observer Anonymous Survey please contact 

Amy Martins, phone: (508-495-2266) or email: Amy.Martins@noaa.gov  
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