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THE FUTURE ROLE OF A PROFESSIONAL,  
NON-PARTISAN PUBLIC SERVICE IN ONTARIO 

 
Introduction 
 

This paper examines the role of the Ontario Public Service (OPS) within the terms of reference 

set by the following research questions: 

 

What are the key principles upon which a professional, non-partisan public service can 

be sustained in the context of the democratic, economic and social changes facing the 

Province [of Ontario] in the future?  What are the potential future challenges to the 

Westminster model of public service with regard to the purpose and value of the public 

service and the accountability system in which the public service now operates?  How 

have other jurisdictions adapted their public service models?  What institutional changes 

have been effective or ineffective?    

 

The paper begins with an explanation of the key constitutional conventions (often called 

principles) on which Ontario's professional, non-partisan public service is based.  The second 

section focuses on the closely related subject of public service values, with particular attention to 

those values connected to the key constitutional conventions and with a special focus on the 

public service value of accountability.  This framework of principles and values is complemented 

in the third section by an institutional framework used to explain the nature and direction of public 

service reform in Ontario.  This section examines the extent to which the OPS has moved from a 

bureaucratic to a post-bureaucratic model of organization and the implications of this movement 

for the key constitutional principles and public service values.  The fourth section examines the 

value of public service, with particular reference to considerations of trust and confidence in 

government and of public service pride and recognition.  On the basis of these four sections, the 

final section draws out the learning points for the OPS. 

 

The comparative thread that is woven through the study informs the analysis of the OPS 

with experience from four other Westminster-style governments, namely, the governments of 

Canada, Australia, Britain and New Zealand (described collectively in this paper as “the 

Westminster governments”).  The analytical frameworks used in this study are designed to 

organize a large amount of material in a coherent, comprehensible fashion and to facilitate an 

examination of likely future developments.  While the sphere of human resource management 
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(HRM) is outside the scope of this study, some reference to this central dimension of public 

service is unavoidable.  Similarly, some reference must be made to the implications of the 

increasingly pervasive influence of information technology. 

 

The issues examined in this paper are closely aligned with the most important emerging 

concerns identified by public service leaders in Ontario and across Canada in the 2002 IPAC 

Issues Survey.1  These concerns include values and ethics (within the broader context of 

renewing HRM), service delivery during a time of restraint, accountability and performance 

measurement, engaging citizens and rebuilding trust.  The content of this paper is closely aligned 

also with the essential features of an "Ontario model" of public service.  While no explicit model of 

the OPS has been formally agreed upon or clearly articulated, the components of a normative 

model have been suggested by OPS leaders.  In the first (1997) Framework for Action report, the 

secretary of the cabinet proclaimed that the OPS vision for the future was a public service 

organization "focused on core business; ensuring service to the public; smaller and more flexible; 

integrated and cohesive; and accountable."2  Subsequent OPS publications reaffirmed this vision 

and assessed the extent of its realization.  In the 2001 Framework for Action report, a new 

secretary to the cabinet set out a similar vision that focused on serving Ontarians by "clearly 

articulating our core businesses and delivering them with excellence; sharing a dynamic culture 

that attracts and keeps the best and brightest employees; working closely together across 

organizational boundaries to meet customers' needs; living the values of professional public 

service; delivering tangible results for Ontarians and protecting the public interest."3    

 

Much of the documentation assessing the content and implementation of this implicit 

Ontario model has been produced "in house" by the OPS itself.  These materials, 

understandably, tend to be highly descriptive, to lack critical analysis and to be somewhat 

celebratory in tone.  Moreover, the access of researchers and the general public to even these 

materials is significantly restricted because many of the materials are only available on the 

government's Intranet - a striking contrast with practice in the other Westminster governments.  

This lack of transparency should be remedied and initiatives should be taken to remedy the 

paucity of independent scholarly analysis of the organization, management and policies of the 

OPS. 

 

The Key Principles 

                                                 
1  Institute of Public Administration of Canada, IPAC Public Sector Management Issues Survey 2002: 
Summary Report (Toronto: Institute of Public Administration of Canada, October 2002).   
2  Rita Burak, Building the Ontario Public Service for the Future: Framework for Action 1997  
(Toronto: OPS Restructuring Secretariat, Cabinet Office, June 1997), p. 1. 
3  Andromache Karakatsanis, Good People Doing Great Jobs: Framework for Action 2001  (Toronto: 
OPS Restructuring Secretariat, Cabinet Office, October 2001), p. 2. 
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Government in Ontario, as in other Westminster governments, is greatly influenced by an “iron 

triangle” of constitutional conventions,4 namely, ministerial responsibility, political neutrality and 

public service anonymity.  While these three conventions affect significantly the political system 

as a whole, they are especially vital to the role and operation of the public service.  They provide 

the central framework for understanding both the appropriate and actual relationships among 

politicians, public servants and the public.  Ministerial responsibility is the most important and 

most contentious of the three conventions.  This section begins, therefore, with an explanation of 

the meaning of this key principle.  This is followed by an analysis of the principles of political 

neutrality and public service anonymity and their systemic links to ministerial responsibility.  While 

the terms ministerial responsibility and ministerial accountability are increasingly used 

interchangeably in Westminster countries, the traditional term ministerial responsibility is used 

throughout this study. 

 

Ministerial Responsibility 

 

The constitutional convention of ministerial responsibility is widely criticized as a myth that needs 

to  be replaced by a different framework for describing and prescribing relations between 

politicians and public servants.  The most commonly proposed alternative - a system of direct 

accountability of public servants to the legislature – is discussed below.  However, a major 

argument in this paper is that the principle of ministerial responsibility provides a valuable and 

viable foundation underpinning day-to-day relations among ministers, legislators and public 

servants, both in Ontario and elsewhere in Canada.  This point is often obscured by the tendency 

of the public, the legislature and the media to focus on the much more contentious connection 

between ministerial responsibility and ministerial ethics and, to a lesser extent, ministerial 

competence.  The federal Auditor General has recently noted that despite questions raised about 

the principles of ministerial responsibility, "it remains the cornerstone of our democratic 

parliamentary system."5 

 

In Ontario, as in the other Westminster governments, there is much political and public 

debate over the proper interpretation and application of ministerial responsibility.  Unlike these 

other governments, Ontario has no formal statement on the meaning and requirements of 

                                                 
4  Constitutional conventions are "rules that define major non-legal rights, powers and obligations of 
office-holders in the three branches of government, or the relations between governments or organs of 
government." Geoffrey Marshall, Constitutional Conventions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 210. 
5  Canada, Auditor General, Report of the Auditor General, December 2002 (Ottawa: Minister of 
Public Works and Government Services Canada, 2002), chapter 9 - "Modernizing Accountability in the 
Public Sector," p. 3. 
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ministerial responsibility.  The absence of such a statement permits confusing, creative and 

misleading interpretations of its meaning. 

 

Illustrative of the uncertainty of many politicians, including ministers, about the meaning 

of ministerial responsibility was the testimony during the Walkerton Inquiry of Brenda Elliott, a 

former minister of the Environment in the Ontario (Progressive Conservative) Government.  In 

response to questions regarding her accountability for the ministry’s decisions, she emphasized 

that when she was acting as minister, she was acting as part of a decision-making team that 

included the Cabinet, members of the legislature and professional public servants and that, as an 

elected official, she was ultimately accountable to the people of Ontario.6  When asked about her 

responsibility for a particular decision, she replied: “Well we’re now into a very complex 

discussion about responsibility, which … has been debated for centuries as part of the 

Westminster Parliamentary tradition.”7  She made no mention of her individual responsibility to 

answer to the legislature.   

 

Given that the principle of ministerial responsibility underpins public service accountability 

and that many public service reforms have significant implications for accountability, it is essential 

to clarify the principle's meaning.  Confusion and controversy over the proper application of 

ministerial responsibility arise in part from different understandings of the concept of responsibility 

and the related concepts of accountability and answerability.  Ontario’s Accountability Directive, 

the authoritative statement on accountability in the OPS, provides brief definitions of authority, 

responsibility and accountability that could benefit from elaboration informed by the following 

distinctions.8 

 

A politician or public servant is said to be responsible for a particular task if he or she has 

authority over it and is duty-bound to perform that task well and to remedy any problems arising 

from poor performance of it.  The meaning of accountability is similar to that of responsibility 

because the extent of accountability depends on the extent of the official's authority.  The 

difference is that accountability is normally seen as a mechanism for enforcing or explaining 

responsibility because it "involves rendering an account to someone, such as Parliament or a 

superior, on how and how well one's responsibilities are being met, on actions taken to correct 

problems and to ensure that they do not reoccur."  Accountability "also involves accepting 

                                                 
6  The Walkerton Inquiry into the Walkerton Water Tragedy, transcript of testimony of Brenda Elliott, 
June 26, 2001, pp. 80-81 and 103-109.   
7  Ibid., p. 104. 
8  The explanation of these terms provided here is based on Canada. A Strong Foundation: Report of 
the Deputy Ministers Task Force on Public Service Values and Ethics (Ottawa: Canadian Center for 
Management Development, 2000 (originally published 1996), p.9. Available at http://www.ccmd-
ccg.gc.ca/research/publications 
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personal consequences, such as discipline, for problems that could have been avoided if the 

individual had acted appropriately."9  The concept of answerability, like that of accountability, 

involves a duty to inform and explain but it does not include the notion of accepting personal 

consequences.  So, for example, public servants are answerable, but they are not accountable, to 

legislative committees for departmental decisions.  

 

It is now common in the Westminster governments, including Ontario, to talk about public 

servants as being accountable to the public even though they have only an indirect accountability 

to the public through their ministers.   It is ministers, not members of the public, who have 

authority to sanction public servants for poor performance.  Public servants have a duty, however, 

to be responsive to the public in the sense of engaging citizens in the policy process and giving 

genuine consideration to their needs and desires. 

 
 A Hierarchy of Individual Ministerial Responsibility 

In Ontario and other Westminster governments, a distinction is made between collective  and 

individual ministerial responsibility.  Collective ministerial responsibility requires that ministers 

keep confidential the deliberations of Cabinet and that they either support Cabinet decisions in 

public or resign.  Individual ministerial responsibility is often divided into a resignation component 

and an answerability component.  The resignation component requires that ministers account 

individually to the legislature, by way of resignation, for serious personal misconduct or for 

serious errors made by their public servants.  The answerability component requires that 

ministers answer to the legislature, by way of defence or explanation, for all of the actions of their 

public servants.  There is much debate as to how these concepts should be interpreted in 

practice.   
 

To help clarify the meaning of ministerial responsibility, Table 1 (the IMR hierarchy) 

provides a framework for analyzing its several dimensions in the form of a hierarchy of levels at 

which the principle operates.10  This more elaborate classification helps to illuminate the Ontario 

context.  At the highest level of the IMR hierarchy – that of culpable responsibility - the minister 

may resign for a personal error, whether it is a private indiscretion or a political misjudgment. The 

next level – vicarious responsibility – involves ministerial resignation for departmental errors.  

These top two levels cover the resignation component of ministerial responsibility explained 

above. 
  

Table 1 

                                                 
9  Ibid. 
10  This framework is adapted from Diana Woodhouse, Ministers and Parliamentary Accountability in 
Theory and Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp. 28-39. 
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A Hierarchy of Individual Ministerial Responsibility 

          

                                                 /personal    

Culpable  -  possible resignation for the minister's failings  

                                                                       \ official 

 

Vicarious -  possible resignation for the failings of public servants 

 

Amendatory -    making amends for the minister's or public servants' failings 

 

Explanatory -   justifying action or inaction 

                   

Reporting -   providing information 

 

Redirectory -   redirecting questions 

 
The next four levels are a refinement of the answerability component of individual 

ministerial responsibility.  Amendatory responsibility involves a minister making amends for error 

by means ranging all the way from an apology to a public inquiry.  The next level is explanatory 

responsibility which requires that the  minister explain what happened and justify the 

department's action or inaction.  Then comes reporting responsibility whereby a minister reports 

to the legislature on an organization within his or her broad sphere of responsibility over which he 

or she does not have direct control (e.g. in Ontario, a non-departmental body such as a board or 

agency).  The final level - redirectory responsibility - simply requires a minister to redirect 

legislative questions regarding an organization for which he or she is not directly accountable.   

 

The nature of ministerial control or supervisory authority over a matter has substantial 

influence on where that matter will be placed in the IMR hierarchy.  Direct control requires at least 

explanation and may, on rare occasions, require as much as resignation.  However, if ministers 

exercise only indirect control, their responsibility may be limited to the reporting or redirectory 

levels. The report of the Walkerton Inquiry made clear the importance of these distinctions, both 

for ministerial responsibility and for good government.  During the Inquiry there were suggestions 

that the government should establish a separate drinking water commission to perform 

inspections and the oversight role.  The Inquiry's response was that if such an independent third 

party arrangement had existed at the time of the Walkerton outbreak, the government would have 

felt less of an accountability burden and would have been less likely to take quick remedial 

action.11  "If responsibility is passed on to a commission, the government will find it easier to 

                                                 
11  Ontario, Part Two of the Walkerton Inquiry: A Stratgey for Safe Drinking Water, pp. 429-30.  
Available at http://www.ontla.on.ca/library/repository/mon/3000/10300881.pdf 
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deflect blame when something goes wrong.  So long as processes are in place to promote 

transparency, political accountability can be a powerful democratic tool."12 

 

Ministerial Resignations 

Experience with ministerial resignations has, broadly speaking, been very similar in Ontario and 

the other Westminster governments.  Ministerial resignations occur only at the culpable level.  

The notion of vicarious ministerial responsibility is in a severely weakened state.  While a 

minister's reputation may suffer from mistakes made by his or her public servants, the established 

practice is that ministers do not resign as a form of vicarious liability for the faults of public 

servants.  It is widely acknowledged that ministers should not be held accountable for the wide 

range of departmental matters about which they cannot reasonably be expected to have 

knowledge.   

 

Judge Richard Scott, in his recent report on the Matrix Churchill affair in Britain, 

highlighted the current significance of explanatory responsibility compared to the culpable and 

vicarious varieties.  He argued that "[t]he obligation of ministers to give information about the 

activities of their departments and to give information and explanations for the actions and 

omissions of their civil servants lies at the heart of ministerial accountability."13 When he began 

the inquiry he "would have associated ministerial responsibility with a need for the minister to 

resign if serious errors had been committed in the department. … But concentration on that 

existing aspect of ministerial responsibility has … distracted attention from more important 

although less dramatic aspects of this constitutional principle."14 

 

Nevertheless, in Canada, as elsewhere, political opponents, the news media and the 

public continue to call for ministers' resignations as atonement for serious errors by their 

departments.  In response, ministers who are under attack try to move the extent of their 

responsibility down the IMR hierarchy, e.g. from the vicarious level to the amendatory or 

explanatory levels, while their critics try to force responsibility upwards.  Indeed, virtually all 

debates on ministerial responsibility above the reporting level will move up and down the IMR 

hierarchy depending on such factors as the extent and nature of new information and the role 

played by the media.  An especially important debate can occur at the boundary between the 

vicarious and culpable levels.  In those instances when both ministers and public servants are at 

fault for departmental errors and when the minister's part of the shared fault is substantial, his or 

her responsibility might be elevated to the official component of the culpable level. 

                                                 
12  Ibid. p. 414. 
13  Britain, Report of the Inquiry into the Export of Defence Equipment and Dual-Use Goods to Iraq 
and Related Prosecutions (London: HMSO, 1996), chapter 8, p.2. 
14  Sir Richard Scott, "Ministerial Responsibility", Public Law, 1996, p. 410 
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A Statement on Ministerial Responsibility 

The complexities and uncertainties surrounding the meaning and utility of ministerial responsibility 

suggest the desirability of clarifying and articulating this critical feature of Ontario’s unwritten 

constitution.  Each of the Westminster governments, except Ontario, has a formal statement 

setting out the “principles” of ministerial responsibility.  The Canadian government issued its 

statement in 2002 as A Guide for Ministers and Secretaries of State15 that was part of an "Eight-

Point Plan of Action on Government Ethics."16  Ontario should take note of the fact that, at the 

time this study was being written, the Government of Canada was on the verge of adopting three 

additional, complementary statements, namely, a Guide for Deputy Ministers, a modern 

Management Accountability Framework, and a Public Service Values and Ethics Code.  These 

three documents are explicitly linked to one another and to the Guide for Ministers.  Taken 

together, the four documents provide a coherent treatment of the responsibilities and 

relationships of ministers and deputy ministers and, in respect of the Values and Ethics Code, the 

responsibilities of public servants in general.  The overriding theme of this "package" of 

statements is accountability. 

 

The other Westminster governments had already developed their own statement on 

ministerial responsibility.  In Britain, Prime Minister John Major published in 1992 ministerial 

guidelines entitled Questions of Procedure for Ministers.17  Then, in 1997, Prime Minister Tony 

Blair issued guidelines under the title of Ministerial Code: A Code of Conduct and Guidance on 

Procedures for Ministers.18  Woodhouse has suggested that increased openness and 

transparency under the Blair Government "encourages compliance with the convention [of 

ministerial responsibility], or at least makes the requirements of accountability more difficult to 

                                                 
15  Canada, Privy Council Office, A Guide for Ministers and Secretaries of State, June 11, 2002; 
http://www.pcp-bcp.gc.ca. The Guide begins with a brief statement from the Prime Minister on the 
importance of ministerial integrity and on the key principles of ministerial responsibility.15 These principles 
are elaborated in the Guide and, for further elaboration, readers are referred to Responsibility in the 
Constitution, a detailed treatment by the Privy Council Office of the evolution and meaning of ministerial 
responsibility that was first issued in 1977 (Ottawa: Privy Council Office, 1977). Reissued with slight revision 
in 1993 and available at http://www.pco-bcp.gc.ca.. The Guide is similar in style and content and in some 
wording to the British Ministerial Code.  
16  Canada, Prime Minister's Office, News Release, June 11, 2002, "Prime Minister Announces New 
Ethics Guidelines for the Ministry and New Appointment Procedure for Ethics Counsellor."  This news 
release confirmed the prime minister's pledge to the House of Commons on May 23, 2002.  
17  Britain, Cabinet Office, Questions of Procedure for Ministers (London: Cabinet Office, 1992). 
18  Britain, Cabinet Office, Ministerial Code: A Code of Conduct and Guidance on Procedures for 
Ministers (London, Cabinet Office, 1997); http://www.cabinet-office.gov.uk/central/1997/mcode/p05.htm.  For 
Australia, see Australia, Prime Minister, A Guide on Key Elements of Ministerial Responsibility,1996; 
http://www.dpmc.gov.au/pdfs/Key_Elements_Ministerial_Responsibility.rtf. For New Zealand, see New 
Zealand, Cabinet Manual, http://www.dpmc.govt.nz/cabinet/manual/table.html 
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evade.19  There is evidence also of a possible reassertion of the traditional interpretation of the 

convention as ministers have learned that it is to their political detriment to blame public servants 

rather than to accept public responsibility.20 

 

In drafting a statement on ministerial responsibility, Ontario should take careful account of 

the following requirements:21  

 

1. Ministers are not held accountable in the form of resignation for the errors of their 

department's public servants. 

2. Ministers usually resign in the event of serious personal misconduct or in cases where 

they have directed public servants to take a specific action which turns out to be a 

serious mistake. 

3.  Ministers answer to the legislature for errors allegedly committed during the tenure of 

the previous minister of the department. 

4.  On behalf of their ministers, public servants answer to legislative committees for 

administrative matters, but not for policy or politically controversial matters;  this 

answerability takes the form of explanation, not defence, of departmental actions.  

5.  Public servants are directly accountable to their administrative superiors and their 

ministers; they are only indirectly accountable, through their ministers, to such political 

actors as legislative committees, the news media and the public.  

6.  Ministers are responsible for answering to the legislature for the policy directives they 

give to non-departmental bodies but not for the day-to-day administration of these bodies. 

7.  Ministers are responsible for protecting the conventions of political neutrality and 

public service anonymity. 

 

The decision regarding adoption of a statement on ministerial responsibility is of course a matter 

for Ontario's political rather than public service leaders.    
 
Public Service Accountability  

Public concern that neither ministers nor public servants can be held effectively accountable has 

led to increased support for holding public servants directly accountable to the legislature (i.e. to 

legislative committees).  This approach became more of a live option in Canada when in 2002 the 

                                                 
19  Diana Woodhouse, "Individual Ministerial Responsibility and a 'Dash of Principle'," in David Butler, 
Vernon Bogdanor and Robert Simmons, eds., The Law, Politics and the Constitution: Essays in Honour of 
Geoffrey Marshall (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 130. 
20  Charles Polidano, "The Bureaucrats Who Almost Fell Under a Bus: A Reassertion of Ministerial 
Responsibility?" The Political Quarterly, vol. 71 (April-June, 2000), pp. 177-83. 

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



   10

prime minister's Action Plan on government ethics announced that deputy ministerial 

accountability to Parliament would be enhanced.  The first part of the Action Plan is a Guide for 

ministers on the meaning and application of ministerial responsibility.  The Guide affirms that 

public servants should respect the traditional political neutrality of the public service22 and that 

ministers should respect its non-partisan nature.23  The Guide also affirms that public servants 

are ultimately accountable to ministers; they are not directly accountable to Parliament.24  

 

However, the Action Plan announced the government's intention to adopt measures that 

have important implications for both political neutrality and public service accountability:  "New 

measures will be introduced to provide for more explicit accounting by deputies for the affairs of 

their department."25  Favourable reference is made in the Action Plan to the British concept of the 

Accounting Officer.  This officer, who is a department head or an agency chief executive, answers 

personally to the Public Accounts Committee of Parliament "for the propriety and regularity of the 

public finances for which he or she is responsible; for keeping proper accounts; for the avoidance 

of waste and extravagance; and for the efficient and effective use of resources."  This 

responsibility is carried out "within the framework of Ministerial accountability to Parliament for the 

policies, actions and conduct of their Departments."26  Examination of the possible adaptation of 

this British model to governments in Canada, including Ontario, should be based on a rigorous 

analysis of the actual operation of the British model27 and a full examination of the implications of 

moving towards a system of direct public service accountability. 

 
The issue of direct accountability has arisen also from the adoption in Britain and New 

Zealand of what is called a "policy-operations split" - the separation of policy from operations 

through formal written agreements between ministers and department/agency heads.  One 

argument for these reforms was that departmental and agency heads could be held directly 

accountable to Parliament (i.e., parliamentary committees) for the exercise of the devolved 

authority.  In practice, public servants have continued to answer to parliamentary committees "on 

behalf of the minister" rather than being held directly accountable.  However, the formal 

agreements ensure greater transparency as to who is accountable for what and, therefore, tend 

                                                                                                                                               
21  This statement of requirements is adapted from Kenneth Kernaghan, "Is the Doctrine of Ministerial 
Responsibility Workable?" in M. Charlton and P. Barker, eds., Contemporary Political Issues (Toronto: 
Nelson, 3rd ed., 1998), pp. 220-31. 
22  Canada, Privy Council Office, A Guide for Ministers and Secretaries of State, p. 9. 
23  Ibid.,  p. ii. 
24  Ibid., p. 13. 
25  Canada, Prime Minister's Office, News Release, June 11, 2001, "Prime Minister Announces New 
Ethics Guidelines." 
26  Britain, Cabinet Office, Ministerial Code, "A Code of Conduct and Guidance on Procedures for 
Ministers" (July 1997), section 56.  
27  For a debate on the desirability of adapting the Accounting Officer concept to Canada, see C.E.S. 
Franks, "Not Anonymous: Ministerial Responsibility and the British Accounting Officers," Canadian Public 
Administration 40 (Winter 1997), pp. 626-52, and J.R. Mitchell, "Reply to C.E.S. Franks," pp. 653-5.  
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to foster greater overall accountability.  Experience with efforts to separate policy from operations 

reinforces the traditional difficulty of maintaining the politics administration-dichotomy discussed 

in the next section of this paper.  There have been celebrated instances of ministers and public 

servants disagreeing in public about who is accountable for what.  Moreover, certain politicians 

have tried to take credit for what goes well and blame public servants for what goes badly and to 

become involved in operational questions when it is to their political benefit.  

  
The Iron Triangle 

 
One of the requirements of ministerial responsibility outlined above is that “[m]inisters are 

responsible for protecting the conventions of political neutrality and public service anonymity.”  

Understanding of the extent to which these two conventions are respected in the Ontario context 

can be facilitated by reference to an idealized model of political neutrality designed for 

Westminster-style governments.  The six components of this model, shown below, depict a public 

service that is politically neutral in an absolute, pristine sense.  The current and future state of 

public service neutrality and anonymity can be assessed by examining the extent to which 

practice departs – or is likely to depart - from this idealized model. 

 

1.  Politics and policy are separated from administration: thus politicians make policy 

decisions; public servants execute these decisions; 

2.  Public servants are appointed and promoted on the basis of merit rather than of party 

affiliation or contributions; 

3.  Public servants do not engage in partisan political activities; 

4. Public servants do not express publicly their personal views on government policies or 

administration; 

5.  Public servants provide forthright and objective advice to their political masters in 

private and in confidence; in return, political executives protect the anonymity of public 

servants by publicly accepting responsibility for departmental decisions; and 

6. Public servants execute policy decisions loyally, irrespective of the philosophy and 

programs of the party in power and regardless of their personal opinions;  as a result, 

public servants enjoy security of tenure during good behaviour and satisfactory 

performance.28 
 

Figure 2 

Model of Political Neutrality 

                                                 
28  This is a slightly revised version of the model which first appeared in Kenneth Kernaghan, "Politics, 
Policy and Public Servants: Political Neutrality Revisited," Canadian Public Administration, vol. 19 (Fall 
1976), pp. 432-56. 
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               Political Neutrality   Politicization 

 

1. Separation of politics, 
policy  and administration  
 
2. Merit  and patronage        
 
3. Political partisanship  
 
4. Public  comment   
 
5.  Ministerial responsi-  
bility  and anonymity   
 
6.  Tenure in office   

 

This model provides a framework for examining what is commonly described as the 

“politicization” of the public service.  The term politicization is interpreted here to cover 

involvement not only in partisan politics (sometimes called “partisanization”) but also in the 

political system more broadly through the authoritative allocation of public resources in the 

making and implementation of public policy. Movement towards the right side of the model’s 

continua is movement towards greater politicization. 
 

Politics and Administration 

1.  “Politics and policy are separated from administration: thus politicians make policy decisions; 

public servants execute these decisions.”  This statement of the celebrated “politics-

administration” dichotomy never has reflected reality. Moreover, it obscures the complications 

and subtleties of the relationships among politics, policy and administration and between 

politicians and public servants.  In practice, it is often very difficult to separate politics and policy 

from administration, in large part because both politicians and public servants are involved in both 

policy making and policy implementation.  A contemporary variant of the effort to separate politics 

and policy from administration is the "policy-operations split" discussed above - a split that is 

often difficult to accomplish. 

 

In Ontario and other Westminster governments, politicians (primarily ministers) are 

predominantly involved in policy development and public servants (as a whole) are predominantly 

involved in policy implementation.  However, certain ministers are more likely than others to 

involve themselves in administrative matters and certain senior public servants are very actively 

involved in policy making in the sense of providing policy advice.  Ed Stewart, a senior public 

servant in the Ontario Progressive Conservative (Davis) government (in power from 1971 to 

1985), has argued that “[t]he notion that you can keep administrative responsibilities and political 
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considerations in distinct compartments at the highest levels of decision-making … is naive and 

non-productive.”29   

 

The relationship between politics, policy and administration is better depicted as a 

continuum than a dichotomy.  A particular government’s location on the continuum will depend on 

a complex of factors, including the government’s view of the appropriate relationships between 

politicians and public servants and how long the government has been in power.  During the long 

period of Progressive Conservative Party rule (the Robarts and Davis governments) from the 

early 1960s to the mid-1980s, the line between politics and administration was seen to have 

become blurred by the close relations between ministers and public servants that built up over 

time.  Subsequently, the Liberal (Peterson) government was seen to adhere to the traditional 

pattern of relationships between politicians and public servants whereas the New Democratic 

Party (Rae) government was criticized for “politicizing” the public service, in part by making 

partisan appointments to senior public service posts.  Then the Progressive Conservative (Harris) 

government was widely viewed as having “depoliticized” the public service by restoring the 

traditional pattern.  Upon coming to power, Premier Harris informed deputy ministers that "the 

traditional division of authority between the political and departmental echelons of government 

must be respected.  The Cabinet will determine the policy decisions ….  Your job is to provide us 

with the best advice in reaching and implementing the decisions as effectively as possible."30  

Premier Eves, the successor to Premier Harris, has taken the same approach. 

 

The accuracy of these perceptions of the relative extent of politicization is debatable but 

the important point is that none of the governing parties has taken an extreme position on 

relations between politicians and public servants.  All three parties have occupied, in varying 

degrees, the middle portion of the politics-administration continuum.   

 

Merit Versus Patronage 

Political neutrality requires that public servants be "appointed and promoted on the basis of merit 

rather than of party affiliation or contributions.” While governments usually claim that merit is the 

sole or primary basis for public service appointments, other factors, including partisan political 

considerations, often come into play.  As suggested above, some governing parties will feel a 

greater need than others to make political appointments, especially to the most senior public 

service posts. Premier Harris informed Ontario's deputy ministers that he believed "in a 

professional public service with appointment on the basis of merit. … This does not, of course, 

                                                 
29  Edward E. Stewart, Cabinet Government in Ontario: A View from Inside (Halifax: Institute for 
Research on Public Policy, 1989), p. 49. 
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eliminate the need to inject new blood into the system from time to time and to seek out skills and 

experience not found within."31   

 

 In Ontario, as in many other governments, there is a gradual trend towards more 

involvement in policy formation and issues management by political staff (e.g., assistants to the 

premier and cabinet ministers).  There is concern about these political appointees interposing 

themselves unduly between ministers and non-partisan professional public servants.  On this 

point, Premier Harris said that he did "not approve of political staff giving orders to public 

servants.  That said, the role of the political staffer is very important to good government" and 

there must be "teamwork between all the key players."32  There is growing recognition in western 

democracies that political executives have the right to ensure that they have senior-level advisors 

with whom they can work effectively.  There is at the same time, however, less acceptance of 

appointments of friends and supporters of the governing party who are not properly qualified.  If 

persons are appointed on partisan grounds, they should at least be "competent partisans."   

 

 In all of the Westminster governments, HRM reforms are emphasizing greater flexibility in 

staffing policies and practices to ensure that future governments have the appropriate number of 

staff with the necessary skills at the right time.  Notable among these reforms in Australia, Britain 

and New Zealand has been the devolution of HRM authority from central agencies to 

departments and agencies.  Concern has been expressed that some ministers will use this 

increased departmental discretion to expand the number of patronage appointments and thereby 

undermine the professional, non-partisan, nature of the public service.  In the Canadian context, 

several contributors to Evert Lindquist's book on career public service in the federal and 

provincial governments worried about future politicization resulting from such alternative service 

delivery mechanisms as partnerships, contracting out and service agencies.  The concern is that 

these measures "might lead to more patronage and lower-quality public servants, since practices 

in hiring and promotion would no longer be under the purview of public service commissions or 

human resource professionals in other central agencies or operating departments."33 

 

 Ontario should take careful note of the efforts of other Westminster governments to 

explain the meaning of merit and to discourage patronage.   For example, Britain's Civil Service 

                                                                                                                                               
30  Speech by Premier Harris to Deputy Ministers, 27 June 1995, reproduced as Appendix F in David 
R. Cameron and Graham White, Cycling into Saigon: The Conservative Transition in Ontario (Vancouver: 
UBC Press, 2000), p. 183. 
31  Ibid. 
32  Ibid., p. 184. 
33  Evert Lindquist, "Themes, Prospects and Future Research," in Evert Lindquist, ed, Government 
Restructuring and Career Public Service (Toronto: Institute of Public Administration of Canada, 2000). p. 
515. 
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Commissioners have responsibility for publishing a Recruitment Code34 that contains four 

principles of "fair and open competition and selection on merit": 

  

a. prospective applicants must be given equal and reasonable access to adequate 

information about the job and its requirements; and about the selection process; 

b. applicants must be considered equally on merit at each stage of the selection process; 

c. selection must be based on relevant criteria applied consistently to all the candidates; 

d. selection techniques must be reliable and guard against bias. 

 

Australia, in its 1999 Public Service Act, not only defines merit but also guards against patronage.  

The previous act was viewed as deficient for failing to acknowledge the need for a non-partisan 

public service, to prohibit ministerial discretion on public service staffing decisions, and to provide 

a clear statement on the meaning and application of the merit principle.  The new act includes a 

Statement of Values stating that the Australian public service "is apolitical, performing its 

functions in an impartial and professional manner … and "in which employment decisions are 

based on merit".  The Act explains that "a decision relating to engagement or promotion is based 

on merit if: 

 

(a) an assessment is made of the relative suitability of the candidates for the duties, using 

a competitive selection process; 

(b) the assessment is based on the relationship between the candidates' work-related 

qualities and the work-related qualities genuinely required for the duties; and  

(c) the assessment focuses on the relative capacity of the candidates to achieve 

outcomes related to the duties; and 

(d) the assessment is the primary consideration in making the decision. 

 

The Act also prohibits patronage and favouritism and provides that agency heads are not subject 

to direction by ministers in regard to the employment of particular individuals.   

 

The Ontario Public Service Act shares many of the deficiencies of Australia's pre-1999 

act in respect of provisions on merit and patronage.  Indeed, the Ontario act as a whole needs to 

be modernized to reflect both current realities and anticipated challenges.  Management Board of 

Cabinet recently described the act as "a 'patchwork quilt' containing unnecessary restrictions and 

arcane details. … [It] is not user friendly to human resource staff, line managers and the 

                                                 
34  Http://www.open.gov.uk/ocsc/rcpart1.htm. 

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



   16

employees who are governed by it, and it hinders efficient and effective human resource 

management processes."35   

 

In February 2003, Canada's federal government introduced into Parliament its Public 

Service Modernization Act36 providing for a new Public Service Employment Act (PSEA) and a 

new Public Service Labour Relations Act.  The proposed PSEA states that public service 

appointments must be based on merit and "be free from political influence."  The act also 

provides a new meaning of merit - a meaning "that moves away from the time-consuming, rules-

based concept of 'best-qualified' to a values-based approach that allows managers to hire 

qualified and competent individuals more quickly."37  The public service values contained in the 

act's preamble include merit, non-partisanship, integrity, accountability, respect for employees, 

representativeness, excellence, fair employment practices and quality service. 

 

 A final - and unique - approach to protecting merit and discouraging patronage is the 

provision in New Zealand's State Sector Act whereby the State Services Commissioner 

recommends to each minister the person who should be appointed as the minister's chief 

executive.  The minister refers the proposed appointment to the Cabinet and if the Cabinet rejects 

the Commissioner's suggestion by making a “political” appointment this information must be 

made public.  Ontario may wish to consider this approach for the purpose of fostering a 

professional non-partisan public service, especially in respect of appointments to non-

departmental bodies. 
 

Political Partisanship 

“Public servants do not engage in partisan political activities.”  Despite its deficiencies, Ontario's 

Public Service Act does contain detailed provisions on the right of public servants to participate in 

partisan political activities.  Moreover, these provisions are elaborated and clarified in separate 

guidelines covering political activity rights in relation to federal, provincial and municipal elections.  

Ontario has adopted a two-tier approach to the regulation of political activities that is modelled 

broadly on the British approach.  Public servants are divided for political activity purposes into a 

restricted and an unrestricted category.  After the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 

came into force, the previous restrictive rules on political activity were successfully challenged in 

the courts and considerably liberalized.   

 

                                                 
35  Ontario, Management Board of Cabinet, The Ontario Public Service Act in the 21st Century: 
Discussion Paper on the Public Service Act (Toronto: Management Board Secretariat, March 2000), p. 2. 
36  Bill C-25, February 2003. Available at 
http://www.parl.gc.ca/37/2/parlbus/chambus/house/bills/government/c-25/c-25_1/C-25TOCE.html 
37  Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, Public Service Modernization Act - Overview and Highlights, 
February 8, 2003, p. 4. 
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 The fact is that public servants, except for senior executives and managers and top 

officials of the Ontario Provincial Police, are now permitted to engage in a wide range of political 

activities ranging from the right to vote to the right to stand for political office.  Despite occasional 

allegations that certain public servants have violated the political activity rules, the involvement of 

public servants in partisan politics is not a major issue.  Public confidence in the integrity and 

impartiality of the public service requires that citizens view the extent of involvement as 

reasonable and justifiable.  A watching brief should be kept to ensure that excessive engagement 

in high-profile partisan politics does not damage the public's trust in the public service.    

 

Care should be taken also to distinguish the political right of participation in partisan 

politics from that of participation in public comment, especially in the sense of criticism of 

government policies and politicians. The Public Service Act defines political activity broadly to 

include "comments publicly and outside the scope of the duties of [the employee's] position on 

matters that are directly related to those duties and that are dealt with in the positions or policies 

of a federal or provincial political party or in the positions publicly expressed by a candidate in a 

federal or provincial election" (sec.28.1).  Public servants in the unrestricted category who wish to 

make public comments falling under this definition must be on a political leave of absence.   

 

Public Comment 

“Public servants do not express publicly their personal views on government policies or 

administration.”  As noted, the Public Service Act makes some provision for public comment but 

there are several forms of public comment other than those related specifically to the policies and 

positions of a governing party.  These other forms include such potentially controversial public 

statements as those explaining the content, implications and administration of policies and 

programs; discussing issues on which government policy has not yet been determined; or 

proposing reforms in government structures and processes.  It is often difficult for public servants 

to distinguish between permissible and prohibited public comment, leading some public servants 

to be unduly reckless and others to be unduly reticent in their public comments.  Given that the 

political culture in Canada has become more rights-conscious and less deferential to authority 

and that the courts are now more protective of political rights for public servants, measures 

should be taken to clarify formally the limits of permissible public comment.   

 

Australia's Guidelines on Official Conduct of Commonwealth Public Servants provide a 

possible model for Ontario.  The Guidelines note that deciding on what public comment is 

appropriate "is usually a matter for common sense and judgment. … There is, and there should 

be, little restriction on the majority of public servants making public comment. However … there 

are some circumstances in which it is not appropriate for public servants to make public 
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comment", including circumstances where improper advantage is taken of official information.38  

Other circumstances where public comment might be inappropriate are those  

 

• where a public servant, and particularly a senior public servant, is making public 

comment in a private capacity, but has not made this fact clear to the audience, who may 

be under the impression that the public servant is speaking on behalf of a department or 

the government; 

• where a public servant is directly involved in advising on, directing the implementation 

of, or administering government policy, and the public comment could be seen as 

compromising his or her ability to continue to do so in an unbiased manner; 

• where public comment, though it has little or no connection with a public servant’s 

normal duties, is so harsh or extreme in its criticism of the government or its policies that 

it indicates that the public servant concerned is incapable of professionally, efficiently or 

impartially performing his or her official duties; 

• where public comment amounting to strong criticism of departmental administration 

could cause serious disruption in the workplace. … [P]ublic servants have a responsibility 

to contribute to harmonious working relationships. … and 

• where public comments amount to gratuitous personal attacks.39 
 

An issue that is related to public comment but which should be distinguished from it is that of 

whistle blowing.  Whistle blowing can be defined as “the open disclosure or surreptitious leaking 

to persons outside the organization of confidential information concerning a harmful act that a 

colleague has committed, is contemplating, or is allowing to occur.”40  While public criticism of 

government is similar to the overt form of whistle blowing, this criticism – of a government policy 

for example -  need not involve the use of confidential information.  Moreover, adopting a policy 

with which public servants disagree is different from committing wrongdoing that justifies whistle 

blowing (e.g. illegal activity, undue risk to public safety).  In the sphere of whistle blowing, as in 

the sphere of public comment, appropriate behaviour for public servants requires formal 

clarification. 

 

 This formal clarification was provided for Ontario’s public servants in a whistle blowing bill 

that was passed by the legislature in 1993 but that has still not been proclaimed.  The bill actually 

                                                 
38  Australia, Public Service Commission, Guidelines on Official Conduct of Commonwealth Public 
Servants, Canberra, 1995.  p. 33.  
[http://www.psmpc.gov.au/publications96/conduct.pdf] 
39  Ibid., p. 35.  Similar guidance for New Zealand's public servants can be found in various sections of 
a publication by the State Services Commission, The Senior Public Servant (Wellington: State Services 
Commission, 1994). 
40  Kenneth Kernaghan and John Langford, The Responsible Public Servant (Toronto: Institute of 
Public Administration of Canada, 1990), p. 94. 
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constitutes a major section of the provincial Public Service Act and it takes very careful reading of 

the act to discover that this section is not in force.  This is a deficiency in the act that should be 

remedied even if the bill is never proclaimed.  

 

Other Westminster governments have made formal provision for the management of 

whistle blowing and for the protection of public servants who do blow the whistle.  The Ontario 

government is likely to be subjected to increased pressure for similar government-wide action.  

Among Canadian proponents of a formal whistle blower regime are the major public service 

unions, the Office of the Auditor General and the Tait Task Force on Public Service Values and 

Ethics.  In addition, the courts and public service adjudication boards have begun to take a more 

lenient view of whistle blowing.  For example, the Federal Court has argued that "[w]here a matter 

is of legitimate public concern requiring a public debate, the duty of loyalty cannot be absolute to 

the extent of preventing public disclosure by a government official. The common law duty of 

loyalty does not impose unquestioning silence."41 

 
There are various models of whistle blower protection from which to choose.  Australia's 

Public Service Act (1999) protects public servants who report violations of the public service 

Code of Conduct  which is set out in the act.  Britain's Public Interest Disclosure Act (1998)42 

protects both public and private sector employees under certain specified conditions and the Civil 

Service Code outlines a procedure for public servants to follow if they wish to report wrongdoing.  

New Zealand’s Protected Disclosures Act (2001) protects “people raising allegations of serious 

wrongdoing within their organizations” and applies to both government employees and to 

employees of private sector bodies that have power to discipline their members.43    

 

In 2000, Canada's Auditor General prescribed several measures of "good-faith 

intervention" to permit public servants to express concerns about unethical conduct and 

wrongdoing.  These measures include: 

 

• Establishing a range of options for employees to seek advice and resolve issues, 

including ombudsmen, ethics advisors, confidential help lines, and alternative dispute 

resolution procedures. 

• Clearly requiring managers to proactively address values and ethics incidents rather 

than wait until an employee takes the initiative. 

                                                 
41  Haydon v. Canada, p. 119. 
42  Britain, Public Interest Disclosure Act, 1998, c.23. 
43 New Zealand, Protected Disclosures Act, 2001. 
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• Clearly stating the responsibilities of employees when they become aware of questions 

of values and ethics as well as wrongdoing, and making formal commitments to protect 

employees who report wrongdoing.  

• Treating infractions and wrongdoing fairly and uniformly.44  
 
The Canadian government subsequently developed an Internal Disclosure Policy requiring each 

department to appoint a senior official to receive information about alleged wrongdoing in the 

workplace.  The policy also established a Public Service Integrity Office to provide "an 

independent and neutral, external review of disclosures of wrongdoing in the workplace. In 

addition to investigating matters in an equitable, timely and confidential manner the Office 

ensures that an employee who makes a good-faith disclosure is protected from job reprisal."45  

This federal model is a considerably more modest and less formal mechanism than the Ontario 

model contained in the Public Service Act - but never proclaimed.  

 
Ministerial Responsibility and Public Service Anonymity 

“Public servants provide forthright and objective advice to their political masters in private and in 

confidence; in return, political executives protect the anonymity of public servants by publicly 

accepting responsibility for departmental decisions.”  Over the past two decades, the anonymity 

side of the iron triangle has become somewhat weaker.  Public service anonymity has been 

eroded by such developments as more active coverage of public servants by the news media and 

public servants' more frequent appearances before legislative committees.  There have also been 

celebrated instances of ministers publicly naming and blaming public servants rather than 

following the traditional requirement that ministers answer to the legislature and the public.   

 

 These threats to public service anonymity have been exacerbated by recent public 

service reforms that bring public servants into closer contact with individual citizens so as to 

provide improved service.  Moreover, the increased emphasis on citizen engagement means that 

public servants are becoming better known to the public.  It is reasonable to expect also that 

more active involvement by more public servants in partisan politics and public comment will give 

them a higher public profile.  Finally, if public servants become more directly accountable to 

legislative committees, their visibility will increase, especially if there is disagreement among 

ministers and public servants as to who is responsible for what. 

 

 There is growing acceptance that a moderate decline in public service anonymity will not 

damage unduly the principles of ministerial responsibility and political neutrality, so long as public 

                                                 
44  Canada, Office of the Auditor General, Annual Report, October 2000, (Ottawa: Supply and 
Services, 2000), ch. 12 - "Values and Ethics in the Federal Public Sector," p. 12-26.  
45  See www.psio-bifp.gc.ca. 
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servants act responsibly when they are on the public stage.  A statement of shared values 

(discussed in the next section), together with clear guidelines on public comment, will help to 

ensure responsible public service conduct.   

  

Security of Tenure 

“Public servants execute policy decisions loyally, irrespective of the philosophy and programs of 

the party in power and regardless of their personal opinions;  as a result, public servants enjoy 

security of tenure during good behaviour and satisfactory performance.”  While loyalty and non-

partisanship are still essential requirements for security in office, they no longer guarantee it -  

and it can be argued that they never did.  Until the dramatic staff reductions of the 1980s and 

1990s, many public servants believed that governments had an implicit moral obligation to 

provide a career public service in the sense of life-long employment in return for good 

performance.  It is now clear that governments must reserve the right to reduce the size of the 

public service to pursue such objectives as cost reduction and management flexibility.  A former 

Ontario deputy minister has concluded that "[t]he days of the public service being synonymous 

with stability and a career-for-life are gone."46  Since loyalty is a two-way street, it is reasonable to 

expect that for some public servants reduced security will lead to a weaker sense of loyalty.     

 

The OPS Values Statement, discussed below, makes no reference to loyalty which is a 

major democratic value with important implications for all three sides of the iron triangle.  In 

Westminster governments, loyalty refers to the duty of public servants to serve the interests of the 

government of the day.  Britain's Civil Service Code states that " civil servants owe their loyalty to 

the Administration which they serve."  New Zealand's Cabinet Manual provides that  

 

Advice given to Ministers must be honest, impartial and comprehensive. Although regard 

must be had to the policies and priorities of the government of the day, the advice given 

by officials should be "free and frank", so that Ministers can take decisions based on all 

the facts and an appreciation of all the options.47 

 

It is not blind or unconditional loyalty that is expected of public servants.  For example, public 

servants in New Zealand are informed that "[t]he obligation of senior officials to carry out the 

direction of ministers is not absolute.  The chief executive should decline to act on the directives 

of Ministers in the following situations: 

 

                                                 
46  Susan Waterfield, "The Challenges Facing Provincial Public Services," Canadian Public 
Administration, vol. 40 (Summer 1997), p. 206. 
47  http://www.dpmc.govt.nz/cabinet/manual/table.html, section 2.147. 
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• where it is reasonably held that instructions are unlawful because it would be unlawful 

for the Minister to issue them … 

• where it would be unlawful for officials to accept them … 

• where officials would have to break the law in order to carry out the directive.”48 
 

Public servants' loyalty is a complicated subject that cannot be examined in detail here.  It is 

obvious, however, that the issue of loyalty is closely related to the issues of political partisanship, 

public comment and whistle blowing already discussed.  The OPS should consider providing 

formal guidance on the requirements and limits of loyalty, perhaps as part of elaboration on its 

SOV. 

 
The first lesson to be drawn from the foregoing analysis is that governments must guard 

against excessive politicization in any of the categories depicted in Figure 2.  The second lesson 

is that governments must be sensitive to the significant politicization that can result from gradual, 

but simultaneous, movement along several of these continua.  Consider, for example, the impact 

of a combination of such mutually reinforcing changes as more patronage appointments, 

increased involvement in partisan politics and public comment, erosion of ministerial 

responsibility, and reduced anonymity.  Movement along any one of the continua should not be 

viewed in isolation from changes in the others. 

 

Finally, the impact of electronic government and electronic democracy on the political 

neutrality and anonymity of the public service should be carefully monitored.  As electronic 

engagement becomes an increasingly significant feature of citizen engagement in general, public 

servants will be more closely and frequently connected to citizens.  Governments will have to 

ensure, for example, that public servants interact with citizens in a non-partisan fashion and that 

they avoid criticism of government.  A much larger issue, requiring separate study and careful 

monitoring, is the impact of electronic governance on the traditional pattern of relationships 

between public servants and politicians - both ministers and backbenchers. 

 

Public Service Values 
 

Over the past two decades, but especially since the mid-1990s, the concept and management of 

values has become increasingly central to the ethos and operations of public service institutions, 

not only in Ontario but also around the world.  Some jurisdictions, for example the Australian 

federal government, have made a commitment to integrating values into public service that goes 

well beyond that of Ontario. 

                                                 
48  New Zealand, State Services Commission, The Senior Public Servant, p. 28. 
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What are values?  They are enduring beliefs that influence the choices we make from 

among available means and ends.  Certain public service values, such as accountability and 

impartiality, are tightly linked to the constitutional conventions discussed above.  These 

“constitutional” values must be balanced with a wide range of other public service values that 

either complement or clash with the constitutional values.  Particular attention in this section will 

be focused on accountability and its relationship to other values.   

 

 The classification of public service values developed by the Tait Task Force on Public 

Service Values and Ethics49 has now been firmly entrenched in the discourse of Canadian public 

administration.  There are four categories of values - democratic values (e.g. accountability, rule 

of law); ethical values (e.g. accountability, integrity); professional values (e.g. service, 

effectiveness); and people values (e.g. caring, tolerance).  Two other distinctions are important.  

First, a distinction is made between old or traditional values like accountability and efficiency and 

new values like service and innovation.  Second, there is in all governments a  difference 

between espoused values and values in use.  A 1997 study of the federal government, for 

example, showed that public servants favoured such values as teamwork, efficiency, impartiality, 

collaboration and creativity but that the behaviours actually rewarded included compliance and 

obedience to the chain of command, doing things in established ways, and reinforcing rules.   

 

Ontario has a formal Statement of Values (SOV) but it is difficult to find  solid evidence on 

the extent to which the espoused values are actually practiced.  The SOV, which was adopted in 

1997 and which is shown in Figure 3, includes several of the values identified in a 1994 study of 

the top espoused values of public servants in Canada's federal and provincial governments.50  

Most of the values in the SOV fall into the ethical and professional categories.  Compared to 

values statements in other Westminster governments, democratic values are not given sufficient 

prominence in Ontario's SOV.  In the brief preamble, commitment to the value of service quality 

precedes commitment to the democratic value of the public trust.  There is reference, however, to 

the desirability of an accountable public service and to the responsibility of public servants under 

the Public Service Act "to the public through the elected government and Ministers of the Crown."  

There is no reference to such fundamental democratic values as the public interest and the rule 

of law. 

 

This relative neglect of democratic values is regrettable because it is these values that 

distinguish the public service from the private sector and that are traditionally associated with the 

                                                 
49  Canada. A Strong Foundation. 
50  Kenneth Kernaghan, "The Emerging Public Service Culture: Values, Ethics and Reforms," 
Canadian Public Administration, vol. 37 (Winter 1994), pp. 614-30. 
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concept of a professional public service.  The SOV does call on public servants to demonstrate 

such values as honesty and integrity "within the context of a professional and accountable public 

service" but there is no explanation as to what the term professional means in this context.  A 

strong argument can be made for adding a second part to the SOV to provide elaboration on 

each of its three main clauses. 

 

Figure 3 

Ontario Public Service 
Values Statement 

 

Members of the Ontario Public Service are committed to upholding the highest level of 

service quality and public trust. 

• We are open and honest in our behaviour, creative and responsive to change, and 

committed to continuous self-improvement and integrity.  We will demonstrate these 

values within the context of a professional and accountable public service. 

• We are fair, consistent and committed to effective relations with the general public, 

clients, customers, other staff within and across ministries, and with elected officials.  In 

our relationships with our partners and agents, we are clear about expectations and 

criteria for success. 

• Within the structures and processes of government, we will continue to exercise fiscal 

prudence; we value training and organizational learning; and we are committed to 

consistency and fairness in our treatment of colleagues and staff. 

Under the terms of the Public Service Act, and through an oath of allegiance and 

secrecy, public servants are responsible to the public through the elected government 

and Ministers of the Crown. 

 

Some measures, including values workshops for senior managers and references to the SOV in 

official documents, have been taken to imbed the values into OPS structures, processes and 

systems.  Several ministries have developed their own statements on values, ethics or conduct, 

some of which make explicit reference to the service-wide statement.  To date, however, the 

overall effort to make the OPS values come alive by integrating them into the day-to-day life of 

the OPS has not had sufficient impact.  Moreover, since one of the purposes of a statement of 

public service values is to inform the public of the values that public servants hold dear, it would 

be helpful to publish the SOV prominently on the Ontario government web site rather than to 

confine it to the OPS intranet.   
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Several OPS leaders have vigorously supported the SOV and "living the values of 

professional public service" is a central component of the OPS vision for the future.  Nonetheless, 

much more needs to done in a dedicated and concerted fashion if the values are to be effectively 

integrated into the OPS culture.  A strong argument can be made for rethinking the SOV, perhaps 

rewriting it, and then relaunching it as a major and enduring OPS initiative. 

 

A statement of values should contain the key principles on which a professional, non-

partisan public service is based.  Ideally, the statement should be "succinct, dignified in tone and 

diction, focused on the great principles of public service, and intended to endure."51  Moreover, a 

values statement should serve as the centrepiece of a comprehensive, coherent and easily 

comprehensible values and ethics regime.   

 

Helpful lessons for Ontario can be drawn from the experience of the other Westminster 

countries.  For example, Australia's Statement of Values has been incorporated in its new (1999) 

Public Service Act, together with a related (and cross-referenced) Code of Conduct. The 

Statement is explicitly designed as the philosophical foundation for the more specific rules 

contained in the Code.  Ontario has at least three separate service-wide documents dealing with 

values and ethics - 1) the SOV;  2) a list of six Objectives of Ethical Behaviour that is contained in 

the OPS Accountability Directive and that overlaps with, but is different from, the SOV; and, and 

3) Rules of Conduct set out in a regulation under the Public Service Act that deals at length with 

conflict of interest.  Understanding of - and commitment to - key OPS values would likely be 

enhanced by greater coherence among the official documents in this sphere. 

 

There is a considerable variety of views on the ideal content and format of statements of 

values and codes of ethics and, in particular, on what is "succinct" and "dignified" and "likely to 

endure".  The Australian approach of incorporating both a values statement and an ethics code in 

a revised public service act has already been mentioned.  Each document is in essence a list of 

values and ethical principles expressed in single sentences.  Other Westminster governments 

offer different models.  New Zealand has a Public Service Code of Conduct setting out, and 

elaborating on, three main principles, including for example the principle that "[p]ublic servants 

should fulfill their lawful obligations to the Government with professionalism and integrity."  

Among the matters covered under this principle are political neutrality and the release of official 

information.  The Code is issued by the State Services Commissioner under the authority of the 

State Sector Act.   

 

                                                 
51  Canada, A Strong Foundation, p. 61. 
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Britain has a Civil Service Code which constitutes part of the terms and conditions of 

employment for public servants.  Compared to Ontario's SOV, the Code emphasizes democratic 

values.  It begins by noting that "[t]he constitutional and practical role of the Civil Service is, with 

integrity, honesty, impartiality and objectivity, to assist the duly Constituted Government … in 

formulating their policies, carrying out decisions and in administering public services for which 

they are responsible."  This British Code, like its Australian and New Zealand counterparts, 

reflects the importance of ministerial responsibility in Westminster governments by devoting 

considerable attention to appropriate relations between politicians and public servants. 

 

Australia and New Zealand are notable for their vigorous initiatives to integrate values 

and ethics into public service.  For example, the Public Service Commissioner in Australia makes 

an annual submission to Parliament reporting on the effectiveness of government agencies in 

integrating the key values and ensuring compliance with the Code of Conduct.  Moreover, the 

values provide an organizing framework for much of the Commissioner's annual State of the 

Service Report.  (While the annual report of the Ontario Civil Service Commission can be 

considered an account of major developments affecting the public service, it makes little 

reference to values and, by early 2003, the report for the period ending March 31, 2000 was the 

most recently published one.)  Among New Zealand's efforts to integrate values into its public 

service is a program entitled Walking the Talk: Making Values Real that emphasizes the 

importance of systematic and sustained learning, dialogue and training on values and ethics.   

 

Ontario's SOV was drafted by a group of senior public servants who were charged with 

the task of drafting a statement that "would resonate with OPS staff."52  Canada's federal 

government took a more consultative approach.  A draft statement of principles prepared by an 

inter-departmental working group of senior public servants was widely circulated to public 

servants for comment.  It was, for example, posted on a government web site and the many 

responses of public servants, both laudatory and critical, were made public.  The lead role in 

drafting and circulating the draft statement was played by two deputy minister co-champions on 

values and ethics with the assistance of the Office of Values and Ethics in the Treasury Board 

Secretariat.  Similar structural arrangements in Ontario would help to signal the government's 

commitment to embedding the OPS Values.  These federal initiatives reflect the widely accepted 

argument that involvement in the drafting and approval of a statement of values imparts an 

important sense of ownership.  They also reflect the realization that values integration requires 

sustained effort and that sustained effort requires formal leadership and administrative support. 

 

                                                 
52  Ontario Public Service Restructuring Secretariat, Cabinet Office, Transforming Public Service for 
the 21st Century (Toronto: Ontario Cabinet Office, April 2000), p. 31. 
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Accountability - and Other Values 

 

Ontario public servants are facing a future that is likely to have more, rather than less, demand for 

accountability.  As noted above, accountability is a democratic value that is tightly linked to 

ministerial responsibility which is, in turn, a central constitutional convention with enormous 

implications for the public service.  Accountability is also an ethical value in that it draws attention 

to the need for public officials - and anyone else in society with authority over us - to account for 

the proper exercise of that authority.   

 

Public service accountability, which has always been a multi-faceted concept, has been 

further complicated over the past two decades by such pressures as stronger interest groups, 

increasingly vigilant news media and a wave of public service reforms described below as 

movement towards a post-bureaucratic model of public organization.  Among the reforms that 

have made the traditional array of accountability relationships more complex are the emphases 

on results-based management and collaborative arrangements that require the balancing of 

accountability with such public service values as performance, efficiency and effectiveness.  It is 

important, however, not to exaggerate the extent to which accountability clashes with these 

values.  Aucoin and Heitzman argue persuasively that while the values of accountability and 

performance (that is, performance in the sense of efficiency and results) are in tension, they are 

not incompatible and that "accountability can, and should be, a major force for improving 

performance."53  Their explanation of three overlapping purposes of accountability helps to inform 

future-oriented thinking about this issue in Ontario.  They distinguish between accountability 1) for 

controlling the use and abuse of the state's authority; 2) for providing assurance in regard to "the 

use of public resources and adherence to public service values and ethics"; and 3) for 

encouraging and promoting "learning in pursuit of continuous improvement in governance and 

public management."54   

 

Aucoin and Heintzman argue also that accountability for assurance must go beyond 

simple compliance with formal performance systems to make sure that individuals with 

responsibility and authority are held to account for their individual performance.  They note that 

accountability in this sense is important for the preservation and, in some jurisdictions, the 

restoration of public confidence in a professional, non-partisan public service.  The federal Auditor 

General has recently provided an "enhanced" definition of accountability that aims to take into 

consideration modern developments in public management and governance and that is in 

                                                 
53  Peter Aucoin and Ralph Heintzman, "The Dialectics of Accountability for Performance in Public 
Management Reform," International Review of Administrative Sciences, vol. 66 (March 2000), p. 47.  
Emphasis added. 
54  Ibid., p. 45. 
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keeping with this emphasis on individual performance.  She defines accountability as "a 

relationship based on obligations to demonstrate, review, and take responsibility for performance, 

both the results achieved in light of agreed expectations and the means used."55  This definition 

"underlines that effective accountability is not just reporting performance; it also requires review, 

including appropriate corrective action and consequences for individuals."56  

 

Accountability as continuous improvement is often viewed as clashing with accountability 

as control and as assurance because the latter two purposes focus on laying blame and 

discouraging risk.  While the benefits of continuous improvement through such techniques as 

benchmarking and program evaluations are recognized, it is argued that this type of 

accountability "demands that those who audit, inspect and review public service management 

acknowledge the constraints that affect the realization of outputs and outcomes and over which 

public servants have little or no control."57   

 

At the time of the Walkerton outbreak, the OPS had in place a formal accountability 

directive58 providing 1) an accountability framework and mandatory accountability responsibilities 

of public servants and 2) tailored directives and policies regarding OPS accountability 

relationships with scheduled agencies, transfer payment recipients and the private sector.  

Recent accountability issues in the Ontario government indicate a need to ensure not only that its 

accountability framework is adequate to the task but also that the OPS has sufficient resources to 

implement the framework effectively.  The federal Auditor General has used the three purposes of 

accountability discussed above as a partial basis for an accountability framework reflecting five 

principles of effective accountability, namely, clear roles and responsibilities, clear performance 

expectations, balanced expectations and capacities, credible reporting, and reasonable review 

and adjustment.59 

 

Examination of the Walkerton tragedy in the light of the three accountability purposes 

suggests important learning points for the future.  The traditional emphasis on accountability as 

control will continue, especially in response to political crises involving the allocation of blame.  

Similarly, accountability as assurance draws attention to the need to assess the performance of  

individuals, not just organizations.  A focus on these two purposes will help to ensure that 

Walkerton was an aberration rather than a precursor.  Attention to accountability as continuous 

                                                 
55  Canada, Auditor General, Report of the Auditor General, December 2002 (Ottawa: Minister of 
Public Works and Government Services Canada, 2002), chapter 9 - "Modernizing Accountability in the 
Public Sector," p. 1. 
56  Canada, Auditor General, "Modernizing Accountability," p. 1.  Emphasis added. 
57  Aucoin and Heintzman, p. 54. 
58  Ontario, Management Board Secretariat, Accountability Directive, September 30, 1997 (Toronto: 
Queen's Printer for Ontario, 1997).   
59  Canada, Auditor General, "Modernizing Accountability." p. 7. 
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improvement will also help to avoid future disasters but the best-laid accountability plans can still 

go awry because of constraints over which public servants have little control, including, in 

particular, such factors as political decisions and insufficient resources.  There have been several 

recent cases in Canada in which the reputation of public servants has suffered from one or both 

of these factors.   

 

The challenge is to get accountability right by emphasizing the right purpose of 

accountability at the right time.  While the dominant organizational mode in the OPS is still a 

command and compliance one rather than an empowering one, there has been considerable 

creativity and innovation.  If the response to political crisis is prolonged concern for accountability 

as control and assurance, the pursuit of values like innovation and organizational learning will 

suffer.   

 

Among the benefits claimed for commitment to shared values in an organization is that 

they can serve as an alternative both to restructuring and to rules.60  In the specific context of 

accountability, the federal Auditor General has argued that any accountability process is 

underpinned by public service values "such as fairness, honesty, probity, integrity, and fidelity to 

the public trust."  The more that public servants internalize commitment to these values, the less 

the values "need to be formalized in accountability arrangements."61  As suggested above, the 

OPS needs to increase its efforts to integrate public service values into its structures, processes 

and systems.  It should also ensure that accountability occupies a central place in its values and 

ethics regime. 

 

The Post-Bureaucratic OPS 
 

The OPS has experienced a remarkable transformation, especially since the mid-1990s, and this 

transformation continues.  The OPS reforms can be summarized by reference to the 

bureaucratic/post-bureaucratic framework depicted in Table 1 and Figure 4.62  The OPS as a 

whole has moved along the several continua of this framework towards the post-bureaucratic 

model.  The extent to which individual OPS organizations have shifted along these continua 

varies in accordance with such factors as the organization’s particular form, function and 

leadership.  In 1995, an Ontario deputy minister called for a change in organizational culture 

within a framework of “dichotomies” that is similar to the bureaucratic/post-bureaucratic 

                                                 
60  Kenneth Kernaghan, Brian Marson and Sandford Borins, The New Public Organization (Toronto: 
Institute of Public Administration of Canada, 2000), pp. 47-9. 
61  Canada, Auditor General, "Modernizing Accountability," p. 8. 
62  The conceptual and practical benefits of this framework are explained in Kernaghan, Marson and 
Borins, The New Public Organization, chs. 1 and 12. 
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framework.63  Shifts were envisaged in the Ministry of Consumer and Commercial Relations (now 

the Ministry of Consumer and Business Services) 

FROM      TO 

organization-based service delivery  client-based service delivery 
process     results 
command and control    shared responsibility 
consumer service    consumer self-reliance 
doing it all     ensuring it gets done 
we serve     self-service 
consultation     power-sharing partnerships 
equal treatment    targeting greatest risks 
staff training programs   continuous learning 
 

The major instruments that public services around the world, including the OPS, are using to 

move along the various continua are improved service to the public, innovation, citizen 

engagement, employee empowerment, restructuring, information technology, continuous 

learning, collaboration (especially partnerships), and improved policy capacity. 

                                                 
63  Judith Wolfson, “The MCCR Story: A New Approach to Governance,” notes for a speech at the 
University of Toronto, Feb. 16, 1995. 
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Table 1 
 

From the Bureaucratic to the Post-Bureaucratic Organization 
        
      Characteristics of the          Characteristics of the  
Bureaucratic Organization Post-Bureaucratic Organization 
_____________________________________________________ 
                                      

POLICY AND MANAGEMENT CULTURE 
 
ORGANIZATION CENTRED  CITIZEN CENTRED 
Emphasis on needs of the Quality service to citizens (and  
organization itself clients/stakeholders) 
 
POSITION POWER PARTICIPATIVE LEADERSHIP 
Control, command and   Shared values and participative 
compliance decision making 
 
RULE CENTRED PEOPLE CENTRED 
Rules, procedures and An empowering and caring milieu 
constraints for employees 
 
INDEPENDENT ACTION COLLECTIVE ACTION 
Little consultation, cooperation Consultation, cooperation and  
or coordination coordination 
 
STATUS-QUO ORIENTED CHANGE ORIENTED 
Avoiding risks and mistakes Innovation, risk taking and  
 continuous improvement 
 
PROCESS ORIENTED RESULTS ORIENTED 
Accountability for process Accountability for results 
 

STRUCTURE 
 
CENTRALIZED DECENTRALIZED 
Hierarchy and central controls Decentralization of authority and  
 control 
 
DEPARTMENTAL FORM NON-DEPARTMENTAL FORM 
Most programs delivered by Programs delivered by wide variety 
operating departments of mechanisms 
 

MARKET ORIENTATION 
 
BUDGET DRIVEN REVENUE DRIVEN 
Programs financed largely  Programs financed as far as possible 
from appropriations on cost recovery basis 
 
MONOPOLISTIC COMPETITIVE 
Government has monopoly Competition with private sector 
on program delivery    program delivery 
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Figure 4 

From the Bureaucratic to the 
Post-Bureaucratic Organization 

 
Bureaucratic Organization      Post-Bureaucratic Organization 
 
Organization Centred      Citizen Centred 
 
Position Power       Leadership 
 
Rule Centred       People Centred 
 
Independent Action      Collaboration 
 
Status-Quo Oriented      Change Oriented   
   
Process Oriented      Results Oriented 
 
Centralized       Decentralized 
 
Departmental Form      Non-Departmental Forms 
 
Budget Driven       Revenue Driven 
 
Monopolistic       Competitive 
 
Ontario’s transition towards the post-bureaucratic model of organization and the instruments it 

has used to move in that direction have both been heavily influenced by the New Public 

Management (NPM) movement which has been so influential in Australia, Britain and New 

Zealand.  The utility and the essential features of NPM have been widely listed and debated 

elsewhere, but it is notable here that the central components of the 1997 OPS framework for 

action were closely aligned with NPM.  These components included  

 

• a business planning process in every ministry that links into an overall OPS vision; 

• a range of alternative service delivery options that has a focus on the customer, rather 

than on the provider of service; 

• use of the latest technologies to link common service networks and improve access to 

government; 

• major corporate initiatives to re-engineer administrative processes across government; 

and 

• performance measures that track how we are doing at the level of the individual, the 

program, the ministry and the whole organization.64 

 

                                                 
64  Burak, Building the Ontario Public Service for the Future: Framework for Action 1997, pp. 1-2. 
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Subsequent annual frameworks for action have dealt with such matters as quality service, 

organizational integration and organizational learning.  An April 2000 report65 from Cabinet Office 

took stock of the progress of reform and celebrated OPS achievements both in transforming the 

public service and in transforming service to the public.  These reports “from within” the OPS 

provide a rose-tinted view of reality, but they also provide evidence of progress and statements of 

plans with respect to OPS reform and renewal.  The authors of the 2000 report acknowledge that 

by 2010 they may look back on the 1990s “as just the prelude to even greater change.”66  

 

Over the past decade, the OPS has been celebrated around the world for the excellence 

of its managerial and organizational innovations.  It has won Canadian and international awards 

for innovative management in such areas of the post-bureaucratic model as citizen-centred 

service and collaborative partnerships.  A central component of the OPS change agenda is its 

Quality Service Strategy which received Cabinet approval in 1998 and which aims to improve 

public satisfaction with OPS services, to measure up to external benchmarks in both the public 

and private sectors, and to help the OPS become the public service that other governments use 

as a benchmark.  Guided by the Restructuring Secretariat in Cabinet Office, the OPS has made 

considerable progress toward meeting these objectives.67  

 

Note should be made of the need, on occasion, for ministries and agencies to move – or 

move back - in the direction of the traditional bureaucratic model.  For example, the Walkerton 

Inquiry noted the adverse implications for political and public service accountability of the use of 

non-departmental forms of organization in high-risk areas.  Movement along the continua - and 

the instruments chosen to accomplish this - have important implications not only for accountability 

but for other public service values as well.  The Walkerton affair, like political crises in other 

Westminster jurisdictions, demonstrated the importance of assessing rigorously the implications 

of reform proposals for key public service values.  Thus, it is essential for the OPS to get its 

values right and, when considering reforms, to examine the implications for key public service 

values. 

 

The next section provides a selective and illustrative examination of the implications of 

OPS movement along the continua in Figure 4.  The focus is on three continua that provide 

especially useful learning points for the OPS.  These are the shifts from an organization-centred 

                                                 
65  Ontario Public Service Restructuring Secretariat, Transforming Public Service for the 21st Century. 
66  Ibid., p. v. 
67  For a detailed account of the implementation of the Quality Service Strategy, see Lois Bain, Mazlin 
Darsi and Jackie Stothers, Delivering Results through Quality: The Ontario Public Service reaps the benefits 
of its Quality Service Strategy. (Toronto: Ontario Public Service Restructuring Secretariat, Cabinet Office, c. 
2000). 
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approach to a citizen-centred one; from independent action to collective action; and from 

departmental to non-departmental forms.   

 

Asking the Values Questions 

 

Towards Citizen-Centric Service 

An emphasis on improved service has been - and should continue to be - a central feature of 

OPS reforms and operations.  This emphasis is in keeping with the belief that improved service to 

citizens will enhance public confidence in government.  Service quality is the first value in the 

OPS Values Statement and contribution to improved client service is a main criterion for selecting 

recipients of the coveted Amethyst award for outstanding achievement by Ontario public 

servants.  Furthermore, service is the most pervasive value in the OPS account of its recent 

transformation, with its focus on quality service, the wired public service, alternative service 

delivery mechanisms, and single-window customer service.  

 

The influence of the NPM movement on the OPS can be seen in the degree to which the 

language of OPS dialogue and documentation now uses the term "customer" rather than citizen.  

To some extent, this usage is a rhetorical device to emphasize the need to concentrate on 

service to individual Ontarians rather than on the internal needs of the public service.  However, 

undue emphasis on serving the customer can obscure the fact that the role of customer is only 

one of several roles played by citizens and that the term customer captures the rights, but not the 

obligations, of Ontarians.   

 

Two dimensions of citizen-centred service that will be of considerable importance for the 

foreseeable future are citizen engagement and electronic service delivery (ESD).  One of the 

OPS Quality Cornerstones involves the conversion of information from citizens into measurably 

improved services and the OPS has been an active participant in surveys measuring the 

perceived quality of its services.  The OPS should be careful, however, that surveying citizens 

does not reduce or minimize the face-to-face contacts associated with both traditional and new 

forms of seeking citizens' views.  The increasingly participative nature of Canada's political 

culture has been accompanied by an emphasis on moving from citizen consultation to citizen 

engagement in the sense of "an interactive, deliberative dialogue between citizens … and 

government officials that contributes meaningfully to specific policy decisions in a transparent and 

accountable manner.68  

 

                                                 
68  Susan D. Phillips, SUFA and Citizen Engagement: Fake or Genuine Masterpiece? (Institute for 
Research on Public Policy, 2001), p. 10.  Available at www.irpp.org. 
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The values of transparency and accountability also arise in the pursuit of improved 

service through ESD.  The desire for transparency is in tension with the values of privacy and 

security and, as explained below, questions of accountability become increasingly acute as a 

result of collaborative efforts to provide ESD across governments and between governments and 

the private and third sectors.  Since Ontario is currently a world leader in ESD, it is likely to 

encounter these problems earlier than most other governments. 

 

Towards Collaboration 

Collaboration for ESD is part of the significant and growing movement towards horizontal 

approaches to both policy formation and implementation.  Collaboration is the central feature of 

the concept of horizontal management which also includes the related concepts of coordination, 

partnerships, networking and teamwork.  Three "degrees" of horizontal work are:69 

 

 • Horizontal attitudes and culture 

When individuals make a conscious effort to work horizontally in their daily work 

lives, building informal ties that facilitate sharing. 

• Horizontal coordination 

When organizations coordinate work to reduce or eliminate overlap and 

duplication. 

• Horizontal collaboration 

When resources, work and/or decision making are integrated across 

organizations. 

 

The OPS leadership is well attuned to the benefits and challenges of horizontal management.  As 

noted, the current OPS vision includes a culture where public servants work "closely together 

across organizational boundaries to meet customers' needs."  Moreover, horizontal coordination 

and collaboration are also being actively pursued by such means as the "clustering" of ministries 

to promote integrated structures, processes, policy and planning.  In 2000, the then secretary to 

the cabinet noted that the OPS was  

 

becoming a more integrated organization. For example, we are expanding single-window 

access so that the public can get a range of transactional government services more 

conveniently and quickly. We are integrating policy and planning because the important 

public issues we face are complex and require collaborative, cross-sector solutions. We 

are achieving creative synergies by bringing people from different ministries and 

                                                 
69  Mark Hopkins, Chantal Couture and Elizabeth Moore, Moving from the Heroic to the Everyday: 
Lessons Learned from Leading Horizontal Projects (Ottawa: Canadian Centre for Management 
Development, 2001). p. 2. 
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agencies together through integrated structures and processes. We are working in 

partnership with other levels of government, the broader public sector, and the private 

sector.70 

 
Some of the many public-private partnerships established by the OPS over the past fifteen years 

have won awards for innovative management.  However, in Ontario, as in other governments, 

certain partnerships have been criticized for deficiencies related to such matters as 

accountability, efficiency, fairness and transparency.  Note, for example, the criticisms by the 

Provincial Auditor, the Public Accounts Committee of the Legislative Assembly and the media of a 

partnership between Anderson Consulting (now Accenture) and the Ministry of Community and 

Social Services.71  Professor David Whorley's analysis of this partnership led him to stress that 

collaborative partnerships often come into tension with democratic accountability.72  Moreover, 

like Professor Carl Baar73 before him, Professor Morley drew attention to the need for 

government to ensure that public servants have the necessary skills to partner effectively with 

private sector actors.74  This argument is related to the point made earlier in respect of 

accountability as continuous improvement, namely that auditors and others who assess public 

service management need to recognize the extent to which resource constraints affect public 

servants' performance.  

 

 Careful attention must also be paid to the impact of all partnerships taken together. The 

OECD uses the term "distributed public governance" to refer to the proliferation of agencies, 

authorities and other government bodies, including collaborative partnerships, that operate with 

some degree of separateness from core government ministries.75  While partnerships are only 

one instrument of distributed public governance in Ontario, they are an important one.  

Partnerships contribute to the challenge of ensuring an appropriate measure of policy cohesion 

and accountability in government.  Thus, account should be taken not only of what has been 

learned about the creation and implementation of individual partnerships but also of their overall 

impact on governance. 

 

 The rapidly growing emphasis on horizontal work raises significant values questions.  

The values of openness and trust are important to all three types of horizontal work explained 

                                                 
70  Andromache Karakatsanis, Ontario Public Service Restructuring Secretariat, Cabinet Office, 
Working Together: An Integrated Organization (Toronto: Ontario Cabinet Office, 2000), p. 2. 
71  David Whorley, "The Anderson-COMSOC Affair: Partnerships and the Public Interest," Canadian 
Public Administration, vol. 44 (Fall 2001), pp. 320-45. 
72  Ibid., p. 341. 
7373  Carl Baar, "Integrated Justice: Privatizing the Fundamentals," Canadian Public Administration, vol. 
42 (Spring 1999), p. 48. 
74  Whorley, pp. 340-41. 
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above, but coordination and especially collaboration also require attention to such values as 

accountability, efficiency and effectiveness.  Collaborative partnerships, which are critical to 

electronic government in general and ESD in particular, raise difficult issues of accountability, 

privacy and security.  Moreover, collaborative initiatives cutting across departments, governments 

and non-governmental entities can have enormous implications for ministerial responsibility.  

Hence the need, as argued earlier, for clarifying the responsibility of ministers for various types of 

public bodies. 

 

Achieving successful horizontal management has emerged as one of the central public 

administration challenges of the early 21st century.  Its importance for both policy making and 

implementation, the breadth of its potential impact, and the leadership style that it requires (the 

use of influence rather than control), suggest the need to devote substantial analytical and 

learning resources to this area.  

 

Towards New Forms of Organization 

A key element of the transformation of the OPS has been the use of a variety of new 

organizational forms. These new forms make up a substantial part of what are commonly 

described as alternative service delivery (ASD) mechanisms.   These alternatives to direct service 

delivery by government ministries include such mechanisms as partnerships (discussed above), 

contracting out, and privatization.  ASD mechanisms also include agencies that remain under 

government control but which operate at arm's length from government operations as well as 

business and third-sector organizations to which government devolves responsibility for service 

delivery and provides transfer payments.  An example of the first category is the Ontario 

Securities Commission which was transformed from a regulatory agency to a fee-based Crown 

corporation.  The second category includes, among others, non-profit, self-funded corporations 

described as administrative authorities to which various industry regulation and public safety 

programs were devolved from the then Ministry of Consumer and Commercial Relations.  For 

example, electrical safety inspections were transferred to the Electrical Safety Authority.   

 

The governments of Australia, Britain and New Zealand are notable for their innovative 

use of ASDs in the form of agencies and devolved authority.  For example, Australia has 

devolved considerable managerial authority to the heads of executive agencies; New Zealand 

has restructured its public sector so that it now has almost 3000 "Crown entities"; and Britain has 

about 130 executive agencies employing three-quarters of the total public service staff.  In  

comparison, the recent reforms in Ontario have been less dramatic, but the new organizations in 

                                                                                                                                               
75  OECD, Distributed Public Governance: Agencies, Authorities and Other Government Bodies (Paris: 
OECD, 2002). 
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the province have been added to the large number that already existed.  Moreover, the continued 

adoption of ASDs is part of OPS future plans.   

 

Concerns have been raised in many countries about the implications of distributed 

governance for such matters as the balance between accountability and autonomy; "whole-of-

government" issues such as policy and public service coherence; staff mobility among separate 

entities with different career paths and reward systems; and the management of "politically 

sensitive issues such as food safety, radioactive waste etc:"76  (The issue of drinking water could 

be added here.) 

 

Ontario, like other jurisdictions around the world, should assess its status in respect of 

the following key emerging issues associated with distributed governance: 

 

- lack of clarity about the differences between the various types of agencies, authorities 

and other government bodies, their strengths and weaknesses; 

- lack of clarity regarding roles and accountability and lack of top government capacity; 

- weak accountability mechanisms to ministers and ministries, Parliament and civil 

society; 

- weak co-ordination mechanisms.77 

 

These issues reinforce 1) the importance of the hierarchy of ministerial responsibility (Figure 1) 

which depicts different degrees of accountability and answerability for ministers depending on the 

extent of their control over government bodies and 2) the benefits of strong commitment to 

shared values as a means of promoting a more unified and cohesive public service in a devolved 

and fragmented organizational universe.  

 
The Value of the Public Service 

 
The events of September 11, 2001 enhanced the public's perception of the importance of public 

service as a profession and the public service as an institution.  The relative esteem in which the 

public service is held has been further enhanced by recent scandals involving business, religious 

and other societal institutions.  Even before these events, there were signs of a modest 

improvement in the public's image of public servants.  The reputation of the public service 

continues to suffer, however, both from a longstanding negative stereotype and from a 

continuous decline over the past several decades in the public's trust in government in general.  

                                                 
76  Ibid., pp. 21-2. 
77  Ibid., pp. 24-8.  Emphasis added. 
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In this inhospitable environment, media coverage of government scandals and blunders in which 

public servants are implicated has an unduly negative impact on the image of the public service.  

As a result, the value of the public service in promoting economic and social well-being and in 

preserving democratic institutions tends to be obscured, minimized and even denigrated.  In 

1997, at the beginning of a major transformation of the OPS, Susan Waterfield, an former Ontario 

deputy minister, asserted that a "professional, non-partisan public service is critical" to the 

process of attracting and retaining high-quality public servants.  She noted further: 

 

So is recognition by the public that we are doing a good and worthwhile job and that we 

are not a bloated, over-paid bureaucracy.  Thirty or forty years ago the public service was 

a noble profession.  Lately, it has fallen into disfavour and even disrepute among the 

general public.78 

 

The motivation for much of the transformation of the OPS described in this paper and planned for 

the future is to help restore public confidence in government through improved policy making and 

service delivery.  The advent of electronic government, especially in respect of citizen 

engagement and service delivery, offers unprecedented opportunities to connect citizens and 

their government in mutually beneficial ways.  At the same time, electronic government brings 

unprecedented challenges to the pursuit and balancing of such values as service, accountability, 

integrity, fairness, privacy and security. The OPS should ensure that its SOV provides an 

adequate foundation for managing these values.  It is critically important that Ontario build on its 

early success in electronic service delivery and that its efforts and resources be expanded to 

cope with the anticipated demands of electronic consultation in particular and electronic 

democracy in general.  Careful attention should be paid now to the governance issues arising 

from electronic government and democracy, including, for example, accountability, digital divide, 

and human resource issues.  These issues are especially important in the context of ongoing 

efforts to integrate service delivery in a multi-channel world through collaborative arrangements 

across departments and governments and with non-governmental service providers.  

 

 A major aim of the various reform initiatives examined in this paper is to increase the 

public's recognition and appreciation of the contributions of the public service.  However, it is 

extremely important also to enhance the pride of public servants themselves in their work, their 

organization and the public service.  Both the OPS as a whole and several individual ministries 

have sophisticated awards programs to celebrate outstanding performance by public servants.   

These programs are only a small part of a complex set of human resource policies and practices 

that affect individual motivation.  It is notable, however, there is a limit to the extent to which the 

                                                 
78  "The Challenges Facing Provincial Public Services," p. 212. 
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OPS itself can enhance employee motivation.  The motivation – and the pride - of public servants 

are greatly influenced by the perception of their performance held by such external actors as 

politicians, the media and members of the public.  This was recognized in the recommendations 

flowing from a recent series of round table discussions across Canada on the value of the public 

service.  The participants recommended 

 

1) the formalization of collaborative, multi-sector arrangements to promote understanding 

and recognition of the public service. 

2) increased efforts to attract and retain high-quality employees, with particular attention to 

new, young recruits. 

3) improved reward and recognition programs, including attention to appropriate 

compensation. 

4) greater emphasis on innovation and greater tolerance of risk taking. 

5) initiatives to enhance the appreciation and support of politicians for the public service. 

6) briefings of media representatives to promote understanding of the challenges and 

contributions of public servants. 

7) studies of the attitudes toward public servants of the various sectors of Canadian society 

and of the operational consequences of the public's view of public servants.79 

 
While several of these initiatives require collaboration between the OPS and other actors, the 

OPS can - and is - taking action on its own in such areas as emphasizing innovation and 

encouraging greater tolerance of risk taking.  Indeed, it is appropriate to conclude this study by 

highlighting the critical future role of innovation and risk taking.   

 

 The OPS has moved a considerable distance along the continuum of the 

bureaucratic/post-bureaucratic framework running from a status quo orientation to a change 

orientation that involves a high level of innovation.  There is an explicit effort to establish "an 

innovation culture" in the OPS.  In 2001, Andromache Karakatsanis, then secretary to the Ontario 

Cabinet, called on OPS senior managers to stimulate innovation at all levels of the organization 

and to let "our passion for public service turn us into revolutionaries, radicals and risk takers."80  

Moreover, she invited all public servants to act boldly, to adopt new ideas, to discover new ways 

of working, and to embrace change and innovation while remaining "accountable and committed 

to the roots of public service - our public service values."81   

 

                                                 
79  Kenneth Kernaghan, Rediscovering Public Service: Recognizing the Value of an Essential 
Institution (Toronto: Institute of Public Administration of Canada, 2000), p. 24. 
80  "Revolutionaries, Risk Takers and Radicals: Passion in Public Service," presentation to Centre for 
Leadership's Executive Dialogue, July 17, 2001. Emphasis added. 
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 Ms. Karakatsanis recognized that innovation must be balanced not only with 

accountability but with other values as well.  It is essential, therefore, that public servants are 

clear as to the key values of the OPS.  While such new values as innovation, creativity and 

service are central to sustained and successful public service reform, the maintenance of a 

professional, non-partisan public service requires special respect for such traditional democratic 

values as accountability, neutrality and the rule of law.  The management of values has become 

an extremely important skill for public service executives and managers.  Revolutionaries, 

radicals and risk takers, indeed all public servants, should keep this consideration in mind when 

contemplating public service reforms.   

 

Learning Points for the OPS 
 
This section provides a summary of the recommendations provided throughout the paper that are 

designed to preserve and promote a professional, non-partisan public service in Ontario.  Each of 

five sections begins with a major recommendation that is elaborated by sub-recommendations.   

 

1.  The Ontario Government should adopt a formal statement on the meaning and 
requirements of ministerial responsibility.   

 

1(a)  Consideration should be given to the adoption of a complementary cross-

referenced statement on the responsibilities of deputy ministers. 

 

1(b)  Examination of the possible adaptation of the Accounting Officer concept to 

Ontario should be based on a rigorous analysis of the actual operation of the 

British model and a full examination of the implications of moving towards a 

system of direct public service accountability.  
 
2. The Ontario Public Service Act should be revised and modernized - or replaced 
with a new Act - to reflect both current realities and anticipated challenges in 
public sector management.   
 

2(a) Consideration should be given to making provision in the new Act for 

matters relating to political neutrality, public comment and whistle blowing. 
 

                                                                                                                                               
81  Good People Doing Great Jobs: Framework for Action 2001, p. 2. 
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2(b) Ontario should take careful note of the efforts of other Westminster 

governments to explain the meaning of merit and to discourage patronage. 

 

2(c) The appointment to public service positions of friends and supporters of the 

governing party should be minimized.  Persons who are appointed on partisan 

grounds should be “competent partisans”. 
 

2(d) A watching brief should be kept to ensure that excessive engagement in 

high-profile partisan politics does not damage the public's trust in the public 

service. 

 

2(e) Care should be taken also to distinguish the political right of participation in 

partisan politics from that of participation in public comment, especially in the 

sense of criticism of government policies and politicians. 

 

2(f)  Measures should be taken to clarify formally the limits of permissible public 

comment.   

 

2(g) Measures should be taken to provide formally a whistle blowing regime for 

the OPS.  

 

2(h)  The whistle blower statute contained in the Public Service Act should either 

be proclaimed or removed from the Act when the Act is revised or replaced.  

 
2(i) The OPS should consider providing formal guidance on the requirements and 

limits of loyalty, perhaps as part of elaboration on its Statement of Values. 

 
2(j) The Ontario government should be sensitive to the significant combined 

impact of several gradual, but simultaneous, moves toward increased 

politicization. 

 

2(k) The Ontario government should monitor carefully the impact of electronic 

government and electronic democracy on the political neutrality and anonymity of 

the public service.  
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2(l) More generally, the Ontario government should monitor carefully the impact 

of electronic governance on the traditional pattern of relationships between public 

servants and politicians - both ministers and backbenchers. 

 

2(m)  The Ontario government should consider the New Zealand model of chief 

executive appointments for the purpose of fostering a professional non-partisan 

public service, especially in respect of appointments to non-departmental bodies. 
 
3.  The OPS should rethink, perhaps rewrite, and then relaunch its Statement of Values as 
a major and sustained initiative. 

 

3(a) Fundamental democratic values should be given greater prominence in the 

OPS Statement of Values. 

 

3(b) The OPS should consider adding a second part to its Statement of Values to 

provide elaboration on each of its three main clauses. 

 

3(c) The OPS Statement of Values should serve as the centrepiece of a 

comprehensive, coherent and easily comprehensible values and ethics regime.   

 

3(d) The OPS should increase its efforts to integrate public service values into its 

structures, processes and systems. 

 

3(e) If the OPS Statement of Values is revised, the revision should be based on 

widespread consultation as to its form and content. 

 

3(f) Promoting the integration of values into the OPS should be a very senior-

level (i.e. deputy minister) responsibility and should receive strong administrative 

support. 

 

3(g) The OPS should ensure that its Statement of Values provides an adequate 

foundation and framework for managing values such as accountability, privacy, 
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and fairness that will be especially important in the emerging era of electronic 

government and democracy. 

 

4.  The content of the OPS Accountability Directive should be re-examined in the 
light of recent developments and recent thinking regarding the concept and 
practice of accountability.  

 

4(a) The Ontario government should ensure not only that its accountability 

framework is adequate to the task but also that the OPS has sufficient resources 

to implement the framework effectively.  Auditors and others who assess public 

service management need to recognize the extent to which resource constraints 

affect public servants' performance. 

 

4(b) The Ontario government in general and the OPS in particular should ensure 

that the response to political crisis is not an excessive focus on accountability as 

control and assurance which minimizes the pursuit of values like innovation and 

organizational learning. 

 

4(c) The Ontario government should assess its status in respect of the following 

key emerging issues associated with distributed governance: 

 

- lack of clarity about the differences between the various types of 

agencies, authorities and other government bodies, their strengths and 

weaknesses; 

- lack of clarity regarding roles and accountability and lack of top 

government capacity; 

- weak accountability mechanisms to ministers and ministries, Parliament 

and civil society; 

- weak co-ordination mechanisms. 

 

4(d) Account should be taken not only of what has been learned about the 

creation and implementation of individual partnerships but also of the overall 

impact of partnerships on governance, including transparency and accountability. 
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4(e) Given the importance of horizontal management for both policy making and 

implementation, the breadth of its potential impact, the leadership style that it 

requires (the use of influence rather than control), and its significance for 

accountability, the OPS should devote substantial analytical and learning 

resources to this area 

 

5.  The OPS should work, both by itself and with others, to enhance the public's 
perception of public servants and public servants' perception of themselves. 
 

5(a)   The OPS should help to improve the regard in which public servants are 

held through such means as 

 

i) the formalization of collaborative, multi-sector arrangements to promote 

understanding and recognition of the public service. 

ii) increased efforts to attract and retain high-quality employees, with 

particular attention to new, young recruits. 

iii) improved reward and recognition programs, including attention to 

appropriate compensation. 

iv) greater emphasis on innovation and greater tolerance of risk taking. 

v) initiatives to enhance the appreciation and support of politicians for the 

public service. 

vi) briefings of media representatives to promote understanding of the 

challenges and contributions of public servants. 

vii) studies of the attitudes toward public servants of the various sectors of 

Canadian society and of the operational consequences of the public's view 

of public servants. 

 

5(b) The OPS should be careful that its heavy emphasis on using the term 

customer does not obscure the fact that this term captures the rights, but not the 

obligations, of Ontario’s citizens. 

 

5(c) The OPS should ensure that its laudable efforts to survey citizens does not 

reduce or minimize the face-to-face contacts associated with both traditional and 

new forms of seeking citizens' views. 
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5(d) The OPS should build on its early success in electronic service delivery and 

its efforts and resources should be expanded to cope with the anticipated 

demands of electronic consultation in particular and electronic democracy in 

general. 
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