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Public Sector Leadership Challenges in the 21st Century
Denise Amyot

The following was an oral presentation made at the Centre for Studies in Leadership 2007 Conference on “Public
Sector Leadership in the 21st Century” held at the University of Guelph from May 4th to May 5th, 2007. Denise Amyot, Vice-President of The Leadership Network,
Public Service Human Resource Management Agency of
Canada, presented along with Kim Bellissimo, Director
of Executive Programs and Services for the Centre for
Leadership and Learning, Government of Ontario and
Pamela Bryant, Fellow and Senior Advisor, School of
Public Policy and Governance, University of Toronto as
part of a panel on “Public Sector Leadership Challenges
in the 21st Century.”
Editor’s Note: This transcript was edited for readability
purposes.
The first thing I want to tell you is that I’m a passionate public servant. I’ve been a public servant for
about 21 years. I have had the chance to work in
seven to eight departments so far. I still have about
fifteen to work in. And I have to say that I really love
my job. I’m quite lucky because right now I’m responsible for leadership in the Government of Canada. So I think I have the best job in government.
In my presentation, I will refer to the Clerk. In government, the Clerk means the “Clerk of the Privy
Council.” It means basically the CEO of the Public
Service. Kevin Lynch is the current Head of the Public Service, and essentially the CEO of the Government.
Now you are probably wondering, “what does she
think about leadership?” This morning, I will talk
about different things with respect to leadership today. I will first talk about the government, then the
trends in leadership, about what a leader looks like in
the 21st century, and finally, what do we [the government] have to offer? Where are we going in government with respect to leadership? And what impact
and influence does our Clerk have on leadership in
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the Public Service? (Our Clerk has not been in his
position for a long time but he is already making a
big impact on leadership in the Public Service).
Maria [Maria Barrados, President of the Public Service Commission of Canada] has already told you
the size of our organization. She has also told you
that we are the largest employer with the most national, international, and multi-skilled employee
base. This does not mean that we have more competencies, but you can literally find all professions in
the Government of Canada. Additionally, what is
interesting to deal with in the government (and
which Ms. Barrados already mentioned to you) is
accountability and transparency. Both of us are
mentioning these because they are influencing
whatever we do in government. You would not be
surprised to hear that Canadians trust in public institutions is decreasing. This is a phenomenon that is,
in fact, happening across the world in all public institutions. So, in government we are trying, as much
as possible, to be more transparent and to ensure accountability
so that Canadians see value for
their money.
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So, what does transparency and accountability Service (Exec One level) is 49 and 50 (Exec Two
mean with respect to leadership? It does create level). What impact do you think this has when we
challenges but also opportunities from a leadership talk about a relevé [renewal]? It means that your
perspective. The Clerk launched something re- feeder group is only one year younger. This shows
cently that he is calling the “Public Service Re- to you the challenge we then have from a leadership
newal.” Some of you might question the use of the perspective because, as you know, leadership is at
word “renewal” and ask, “what renewal?” “How all levels. You therefore need to ensure that you will
come everyone is renewing something?” You all have people who will be able to take those key jobs
know, because of the kind of job you have, that if but, if they are all the same age, it will create an iswe don’t renew ourselves, we become stale. We sue. So how do you develop people in an acceleradon’t progress, and we become like dinosaurs. ted way? That is an issue I will address today.
What the Public Service Renewal for Government
We also have a changing workforce. It’s very commeans is that it directs how we work to maintain a
petitive. People look for their boss. It used to be
creative institution which is central to the developthe other way
ment of our counaround.
The
try. It also enemployer
was
Leadership is not the same anymore. Today, as a
sures that we delooking for the
velop and nurture
leader, you need to ensure that you motivate your
employees.
leadership. Ultipeople and that your people feel as if they are growNow, more and
mately, it means
ing. If not, guess what? They have a choice. Twenty
more, it is the
that we’re going
years ago there was not that much choice.
employee
that
to have a resultschooses his or
oriented manageher boss. Who
ment approach so
do they want to
that we don’t just “do things to do things,” but that
work for? What kind of values does he or she poswe measure how we are doing. The example that I
sess? So leadership is not the same anymore. Toalways give with respect to that is measuring learnday, as a leader, you need to ensure that you motiing. Often, when you want to measure learning,
vate your people and that your people feel as if they
you say “how many of your employers have taken
are growing. If not, guess what? They have a
courses?” Sorry, but that doesn’t answer the queschoice. Twenty years ago there was not that much
tion, “have they learned something or not?” It is
choice.
really about whether your employee can learn in
your own organization. Measuring this would be a Another challenge that we have right now is that all
much better indicator of your organization’s suc- generations are working together. This happened in
the 1960s and 1970s, but individuals were all
cess.
around the same age. Now we’re facing situations
For us, Public Service Renewal means that we
where we have four generations - at least in governneed to be strategic to ensure that we fill the gaps.
ment. We mainly have more at the two ends than
We may be the largest employer in Canada but we
we have in the middle. So this is creating a chalare also aging. In the 1960s, the majority of public
lenge. Right now, in government where there is a
servants were under 45 years of age. Now, it is the
younger population, some of the managers don’t
opposite. The majority of public servants are older
know how to deal with multi-generations. They say,
than 45 and this creates a big challenge. The aver“my authority is not being looked at the same way
age age of an individual entering the public service
as before.” But guess what? For
is 36 years old (for an indeterminate employee. I
younger generations, authority is
want to specify that because we also have a numnot a title, it is based upon your
ber of casual employees and term people). The
competencies. You need to show
average age of an executive coming into the Public
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what you have; you need to have meaning. This
issue therefore presents big challenges.

ees and clients, setting the agenda, taking risks and
being a role model.” I wish to talk about taking risks
because the pressure on transparency, accountability, and not making the first page of the Globe and
Mail or the National Post creates a culture in government where people hesitate to take risks. As
you know, it is very important for leaders to be able
to take risks. And, if you want to move the agenda,
you have to take risks. This therefore is something
that the Clerk asks us to do; he asks up to keep innovating and taking risks to ensure that we won’t
stop moving the agenda. I insist that we encourage
risk-taking because I’m sure that this situation is not
unique to government. It probably happens in other
institutions as well.

Another thing that is very interesting with respect to
leadership is that skills that were good and important before are changing. It is a very, very complex
environment within the government. You can think
of it like the Greek Goddess Hecate that has many
heads. Individuals must be able to deal with many
aspects at the same time. The private sector is
probably becoming like that. The environment also
forces you to be able to network easily as it is everything now. If you talk to Generation Y, they know
how to network. I was recently reading about the
way that some organizations in the private sector
recruit their people. They first
do interviews on the phone
I also want to mention somebecause they want to see
thing that I think is very imporhow people can connect withtant. That is to ensure that
out seeing each other. That’s
we, in the government, are
how they decide if they will go
technologically savvy. I can
through an interview. They
say that we are not there yet
don’t check the competencies
even though most of us do
during that time but to see if
have a cell phone and Blackthey are able to establish a
Berry.™
Exercising leaderrapport with the people at the
ship in the 21st Century, with
other end of the line. This is
the technology that we have,
a very new skill; it is not
is very different. We can learn
Denise Amyot speaking at the CSL Intersomething that we had to
a lot from Generation Y benational Leadership conference held May
face. But, nowadays people
cause they know how to use
4—5th, 2007.
work all over the world, and
current technology. For examoften their colleagues reside
ple, you see some of the rein different places. Colleagues might never meet in cent events that have happened in the world and,
10 or 20 years, so how might he or she establish a within five minutes, a lot of people have reacted in a
rapport? The climate then makes these new skills positive way to counteract what was happening on
important.
the negative side.
So what does this all mean for government? Our
Clerk – and I will read it to you – said something
that for us was very important. In his first few days,
he gave us three words and kept repeating them.
Today, after almost a year having been in the job,
he still repeats the same three words: leadership,
teamwork and excellence in whatever presentation
he does. One of the things he stated with respect
to leadership was that “leadership is not about
working longer hours, working harder, or taking on
more responsibility. It is about engaging employ-

Yet another aspect for leadership and leadership in
the government is showing emotions. People used
to want to be serious, and being a serious leader
meant that you don’t show your emotions or your
heart. I really think that new leadership, and leadership in government, needs to be leadership from the
heart. If it is not leadership from the heart then
guess what? Generation Y and X
will just leave. They will go find
leaders that have a heart and that
care for their people whether it’s
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their feet, and who focus on management excellence because that is key. People from other counA very significant point in government is to promote tries are really interested in the way we have organwhat I call “sustainable leadership,” that is leader- ized the “Advantage.” We have listed the compeship which you sustain. For me, that is really about tencies according to the behaviours that should be
developing leaders that are willing to grow leaders. shown. For instance, if you are a Director General,
Very often people stop when they see themselves what should the behaviour be with respect to stratepossessing
g ic
t hink ing ?
“ r eally
g ood
Well, it is written
leaders.” But, as
what it should be.
Very often people stop when they see themselves
an
institution,
What if you are a
possessing “really good leaders.” But, as an instituwhat are you doSupervisor or a
tion, what are you doing to grow leaders? How do
ing
to grow
Manager? What
you ensure that you are developing leaders that set
leaders?
How
if you are an Asout to grow leaders?
do you ensure
sistant
Deputy
that you are deMinister or a Depveloping leaders
uty Minister? It is
that set out to grow leaders? Do you check on all written down so people know what to expect.
what’s being done? This is something that I think But, the most interesting thing, the second part of
will be asked more and more in all public institu- the document, is the ineffective behaviours. It is
tions or even in private ones.
written in black and white. So, if an employee sees
So, what do we do in government to ensure that we behaviour that they don’t think is right, they too can
build leadership? We’ve created the “Public Ser- look at the “Advantage.” In some cases, you can
vice Advantage” to ensure that we are ready to look at this document and even associate names to
build a leadership culture. The first part of the ad- behaviours. You read a competency and say, “oh
vantage I will talk about is leadership competen- my God, I know X is a bit like that.” The document
cies. We have four leadership competencies that therefore is important because it makes clear what
are important for all Managers and Supervisors. is expected of people. This is a very powerful tool
Now I’m sure that some of you are saying “she just right now for recruiting people. Whatever screening
said leadership was at all levels yet now she’s talk- we do for a competition or development program,
ing about leadership competencies for Managers, we check with those competencies outlined in the
Supervisors and Director Generals.” Well, we have “Advantage.”
not yet developed the leadership competencies for The second part to building leadership in the govthe other levels, but they are in preparation by my ernment is with respect to performance managegroup. The competencies will be the same at all ment. In government, if you’re an Executive, you
levels, but we will explain them differently. The don’t receive your full salary. You receive only a
four competencies are very easy. We used to have portion of your salary. The rest of your salary is at
over 15 and 17 at one point but nobody could ever risk, and depends upon if you meet or don’t meet
remember them. So, now they are:
your expectations. It is now well known that an individual may receive the rest of his or her salary, a
• values and ethics,
portion of the remainder of his or her salary, or a
• engagement,
bonus when he or she is assessed. The average of
those who receive a bonus is only 23%. So not all
• strategic thinking, and
are awarded a bonus and not all
• management excellence.
receive their full salary because
We want people that think with their head, not with we want to emphasize that performance is important.
going well or not going well.
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Key Leadership Competencies Model
The Leadership Network
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Canada Public
Service Agency
Corporate Logo.
The Leadership
Network is one
of its business
lines.

We will also be introducing (and I mention it here
because I think it’s important if you’re interested in
leadership) a new component that will be linked to
people management. It’s not only important what
you do but how you do it. It’s already understood
that you’re supposed to look at the what and the
how, but what we will be doing is to attach a monetary value to show the importance of the how. This
will probably be quite revolutionary. There is a department that is a separate agency that is currently
using this component, and it has been quite successful in their department thus far.

ing about where the public service is going and
where it should go. Right now, the Clerk himself is
doing a tour with the Deputy Clerk to meet thousands of employees to share what is the Public Service renewal and what is expected of them. I say
this to convey how important the CEO or the Chief
of an organization is in making sure people understand the expectations so that we all know what is
to be expected.

A third aspect to building leadership in the government are development programs. We have a number of development programs from entry level up to
Assistant Deputy Ministers. They vary, but most of
them have assignments attached to it so that people are able to stretch themselves in a new environment but with what I call a “safety net.” Participants in the program all have support mechanisms
- whether it’s a coach, mentor, or action learning
group - where they can talk openly and freely with
people facing similar situations.

Key Leadership Competencies. Retrieved July 25,
2007 from http://www.psagency-agencefp.gc.ca/
leadership/klc-ccl/intro_e.asp

The last thing that I would like to mention today is
the impact of our Clerk. He has been incredible in
the way he has pushed us with respect to leadership. There is a Prime Minister’s Advisory Committee that talks to and gives advice to the Public Service, and one of the key aspects they have mentioned is that we should increase our leadership
programs so that we’re ready to face the big demographic change. I invite you to read the Clerk’s report because it will give you an idea of what the
government is up to from a public service perspective. You will also notice how many times the word
“leadership” appears in the document. You will be
both amazed and surprised. Normally, these reports are to talk about what happened last year,
but, for the first time, we have a report that is talk-
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Speaker:
Denise Amyot: Ms. Denise Amyot was appointed VicePresident of The Leadership Network on January 3, 2007.
She has also held positions as Assistant Deputy Minister,
Public Affairs and Ministerial Services Branch, Human
Resources and Social Development Canada; Assistant Deputy Minister, Corporate Management and Public Affairs,
Social Development Canada; and Director General of Communications at Natural Resources Canada.

She has led teams in human resources, policy, operations,
service delivery and public education. Her experience in
social, economic, and cultural areas includes issues such as
multiculturalism, Aboriginal affairs, official languages, education, disability, voluntary sector and labour market.

In October 2007, The Leadership Network adopted
a new name: the Leadership and Talent Management Sector, or LTM. This change in name represents the organization’s increased focus on talent
management as an integral part of leadership development within the Public Service.
LTM remains committed to building the network of
leaders at all levels of the Public Service and to
helping them develop their leadership skills.
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