FROM THE DEPUTY SHUFFLE TO
THE DEPUTY CHURN: KEEPING
THE BEST AND BRIGHTEST IN

OTTAWA

David Mitchell and Ryan Conway

Senior public service leaders are central to governance in our country. Yet there is a
striking tendency toward shorter terms of service for deputy ministers in the federal
government. When benchmarked against other executive leaders — corporate
CEOs, university presidents and even NHL coaches — the difference in tenure is
stark and surprising. David Mitchell and Ryan Conway of the Public Policy Forum
argue that several trends may be leading to shorter terms of service for deputy
ministers but, regardless of the cause, the changing nature of public service
leadership is could have a profound impact on governance in Canada.

La gouvernance de ce pays doit beaucoup aux dirigeants de la haute fonction
publique. Mais voila gqu'on observe une forte tendance a écourter le mandat des
sous-ministres fédéraux. En comparant la durée de leur fonction a celle d'autres
cadres de direction — chefs d'entreprise, présidents d'université et méme
entraineurs de la LNH —, il est franchement étonnant d'en constater la brieveté.
Selon David Mitchell et Ryan Conway, du Forum des politiques publiques, plusieurs
facteurs expliquent sans doute ce phénomene. Mais quelles qu'en soient les causes,
ces changements constants a la téte de la fonction publique risquent d'avoir une

profonde incidence sur la gouvernance du Canada.

stone element of governance in our country. The

professional minefields a deputy minister must nav-
igate are many, and few would argue that these are not dif-
ficult and highly specialized jobs.

The Public Policy Forum (PPF) takes a keen interest in
examining the senior leadership from across all sectors, and
our continuing focus on convening these leaders around a
single table has given rise to an interesting observation: the
leadership of federal departments at the deputy minister
level seems to change quite frequently.

The most noticeable change in the existing cadre of
deputies is in the amount of time they have been in their
current positions. The current deputy ministers have been
in their jobs for a shorter tenure than one would expect.
They are all eminently qualified and well respected public
servants, and many have held multiple assignments at the
deputy level. However, in their current positions, deputy
ministers today have a surprisingly short average term of
service compared to previous averages and compared to sen-
ior leadership in other sectors, even sectors where one
might expect much higher turnover.

T he senior leadership of the public service is a corner-
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Exploring the issue of tenure gives rise to another question.
If the most senior public servants are today serving shorter terms,
then what has changed about their jobs to make this so? This
change is challenging to pinpoint, and perhaps the result of the
confluence of multiple factors relating to the role of the public
service, the mobility of talent within government and the
changing nature of the role of department heads specifically.

Examination of these issues leads to further questions.
The most pertinent is this: If the knowledge required to lead
a major department in the federal government is special-
ized, requiring the management of tasks that are unique to
senior public service positions, then is it beneficial or detri-
mental for good governance in Canada for deputies to be
spending less time in their posts? In addition, we believe it’s
important to examine the broader implications this may
have for governance in Canada.

alculating the tenure of deputy ministers and heads of
key agencies is complicated by the fact that there is a
continuous churn in the leadership ranks of the public ser-
vice. It’s impossible to know the full tenure of deputies in
specific portfolios until their departure. It would be impos-
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sible to calculate the average tenure of
a given set of deputies until they all
left their posts. However, we are able to
ascertain with relative ease the length
of time deputies have been in their
current position at a specific point in
time — their current tenure.

increased (see figure 1). In fact, the aver-
age length of time for current deputies
or heads of regional economic develop-
ment agencies is only 19.4 months.
While this average will increase as
deputies continue to hold their current
positions, it is nonetheless surprising.

The current deputy ministers have been in their jobs for a

shorter tenure than one would expect. They are all eminently
qualified and well respected public servants, and many have
held multiple assignments at the deputy level. However, in their
current positions, deputy ministers today have a surprisingly
short average term of service compared to previous averages

and compared to senior leadership in other sectors.

We have completed work like this in
the past. In November 2007 the PPF pub-
lished Is Deputy “Churn” Myth or Reality?
This report tallied the average tenure of
deputies and agency heads between 1997
and 2007, compared to historical aver-
ages. For this article, we have selected a
list of 28 deputy ministers and presidents
of regional economic development agen-
cies that roughly approximates the sam-
ple of organizations from 2007, with a
few substitutions. The methodologies are
similar. In the 2007 study the cut-off date
was October 31, 2007, meaning that the
time deputies served in their positions
after that date was not included in the
calculation of the average. In this article,
the cut-off date is December 31, 2010,
the end of last year. Thus, this article pro-
vides an approximate, though inexact,
parallel to our previous examinations of
tenure.

The amount of time deputies
spend in their positions throughout
history has fluctuated, though it has
been generally declining since
Confederation. Average tenure ranges
from 12.2 years (1867-1917) to a low of
2.3 years (1977-87). The tenure of
deputies rebounded to an average of 4
years in the late 1980s and mid-1990s,
but the 1997-2007 average had again
dropped to 2.7 years.

From our current analysis of the 28
selected departments and agencies, we
can see that, as of last December 31, the
length of time deputy ministers have
spent in their current positions has not

The conventional wisdom in Ottawa is
that it takes deputies two years to fully
learn their department. If this is the
case, then the average of 19.4 months
in the job is concerning, as is the fact
that only 7 deputies of the sample set
of 28 had been in their jobs for two
years at the time of calculation.
Currently the longest-serving deputy is
the Deputy Minister of Industry,
Richard Dicerni, at 4.7 years. A total of
nine deputies have been in their cur-
rent position for less than a year.

It is clear that deputy ministers in
Ottawa are spending less time leading
a specific department than in previous
times. While this follows a historical
trend, we are forced to ask: What is the
optimum length of time a deputy
should serve in a portfolio? One might
assume at a certain point
the average will bottom
out, or reverse as was seen
in the 1980s. However, the
tenure of the current cadre
of deputies does not seem
destined to do so.

While deputies have
spent less time in their cur-
rent positions than in the
past, we must also ask, given the very
demanding work they undertake, if this is
really surprising. Deputies, after all, lead
enormous departments, with billions of
dollars in budgets and high pressure to
meet shifting political objectives and pub-
lic demands. They are strictly scrutinized
by Parliament and the auditor general,
and required to meet high standards of
transparency and accountability.

To know if the tenure of deputies is
uncharacteristically short, we believe,
it is instructive to compare them to the

FIGURE 1. DEPUTY MINISTERS’ TENURE IN CURRENT POSITION (MONTHS AS OF

DECEMBER 31, 2010)
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senior leaders of other sectors (figure
2). The only jobs that could be conceiv-
ably compared to those of deputies are
leadership positions that meet these
unique criteria: high pressure to meet

Average tenure ranges from 12.2 years (1867-1917) to a low
of 2.3 years (1977-87). The tenure of deputies rebounded to
an average of 4 years in the late 1980s and mid-1990s, but
the 1997-2007 average had again dropped to 2.7 years.

objectives, public scrutiny, large but
constrained budgets and stringent
accountability. Fortunately, we have
just such comparators available.

Though there are clearly many dif-
ferences between corporate executives
and public sector leaders, the two jobs
do share several prominent similarities.
Like deputies, corporate leaders are sim-
ilarly encumbered with the need to
meet the performance expectations of
their shareholders and boards. They
manage large organizations with many
employees and substantial revenue, and
high pressure to produce results. These
leaders are the most visible elements of
a company, and one would expect that
in the highly competitive world of cor-
porate enterprise, they would be subject
to similarly short turns at the top. This
is, however, not so.

A sample of the top 28 companies
on the FP 500 list yields 30 CEOs (two
of the top 28 have co-CEOs) and presi-
dents whose current tenure is a matter
of record. The average current tenure
for these top corporate leaders is 121
months — slightly over 10 years, and
more than 100 months longer than the
average for a deputy. The longest-
serving corporate president has served
in that position for more than 30 years!

University presidents, like federal
deputies, are assigned to lead large
organizations with substantial but
constantly constrained budgets.
Universities receive government fund-
ing, and are therefore subject to oner-
ous accountability and transparency
standards. And university presidents
have many challenging objectives
they are tasked to accomplish (e.g.,
enrolment targets, research funding,
donations).

Drawing on the top 30 universities
in Canada, as ranked by research fund-
ing, it is clear that, while having a short-
er average tenure than CEOs, university
presidents still greatly outlast deputies.

The average for a university president is
48.4 months — nearly two and a half
years longer than for deputies. It should
be noted that the executive heads of uni-
versities are usually appointed for five-
year terms. The longest-serving
university president has held office for
more than 15 years.

No examination of governance in
Canada could truly be complete with-
out including a hockey analogy or
metaphor. Fortunately, given the size
of the National Hockey League (30
franchises), these organizations hap-
pen to fit well into this study as a com-
parator. And NHL coaches also serve as
good comparators based upon the
level of public scrutiny to which they
are subjected and the pressure they
face to produce strong results. Indeed,
when thinking of the job of NHL
coaches one almost instinctively con-

siders the position to be short-term
and tenuous. Reports of coaches losing
their jobs after a poor season are
expected, even demanded by fans and
the media.

However, even under
the difficult leadership
conditions they face, NHL
coaches still have a longer
average current tenure
than deputy ministers. The
average for an NHL head coach is 32.5
months — more than a year longer
than for deputies. With more than 13
years in the job, the longest-serving
NHL head coach has a full 9 years of
service on his counterpart in the
deputies’ ranks.

Granted, there are tremendous
organizational differences between
federal government departments, pri-
vate sector corporations, universities
and NHL franchises. However, look-
ing broadly at the issues that can con-
ceivably be linked to the time leaders
spend in the top positions in their
respective organizations, some com-
parisons can be drawn. Based on these
comparisons, deputies seem to wither
rather quickly. Deputy ministers,
plainly stated, spend much less time
in their positions than other execu-
tive leaders.

FIGURE 2. TENURE IN CURRENT POSITION OF SENIOR LEADERS (MONTHS AS OF

DECEMBER 31, 2010)
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T o assess the deputies, comparator
positions were selected based
upon similar job characteristics.
However, there may be elements of the
comparator jobs that lead to longer
terms of service, such as higher com-
pensation. Some of the characteristics
on which the comparators were select-
ed (pressure, scrutiny) can be viewed as
negatives — circumstances that might
push an individual out of the job more
quickly. It may simply be that these
conditions are more intense in the
public service, explaining the shorter
terms of service. It has been shown, for
example, that due to the expansion of
the number of House of Commons
committees, deputy ministers today
are more frequently subject to bruising
appearances before parliamentarians
— an experience one may not be keen
on repeating year after year.

We must also note that the compar-
isons to other professions are not entire-
ly apt. Deputy ministers, for instance, all
share a common employer — the
Government of Canada. This is not true
of any of the other sectors surveyed.
Indeed, the other comparator positions
may even be in direct competition with
each other rather than working together
for the same broader organizational
goals. Under such circum-
stances, the movement of
deputies may simply be a
means of maximizing the
efficiency within a common
organization, and not an
indicator of dysfunction.
Under such a premise, per-
haps the only appropriate
comparison is between the Clerk of the
Privy Council, as the head of the public
service, and a corporate CEO.

he comparison to CEOs in partic-

ular brings other issues to the fore.
The companies included in this review
do not all share the same organization
and management structure. For exam-
ple, some are led by founding entre-
preneurs, or the families who have
controlled the corporations for genera-
tions. Such factors may tend to extend
the tenure of corporate leaders, while

no similar circumstances can exist in
the public service.

Despite all the intrinsic differences
between the comparator positions,
however, we cannot fail to notice the
fact that the current tenure of deputy
ministers is brief and, based upon his-
torical averages, becoming even
briefer. Other factors must be at play
specifically in the public service to
explain why deputies are prone to
such a short shelf life.

There is some debate about
whether the role of deputy minister is
that of executive leader, one whose
skills and expertise are transferable
among departments, or that of subject
matter expert, one who must possess
and maintain the full spectrum of
knowledge related to a particular gov-
ernment department and its policy
sphere. In reality, the job requires a
combination of skills. Managing a fed-
eral department gives a deputy minis-
ter knowledge of government human
resources practices, accountability
standards, financial management prac-
tices and a host of other skills that are
transferable. However, a deputy is still
expected to possess a high level of sub-
ject matter expertise in a particular
portfolio and must develop strong

working relationships within their
department and across all sectors —
hence the proverbial minimum two-
year period for deputies simply to
learn their new post.

Given that the tenure of deputies
is decreasing, and the average current
tenure of deputies is so short, it seems
reasonable to assume that the notion
of transferable management skills is
today a dominant consideration in the
leadership ranks of the public service.

In 2007 the PPF also examined the
mobility of individuals in the public

service below the deputy rank. The
report found that appointments to the
associate deputy level are even more
frequent, and the tenure even shorter,
than at the deputy level. Mobility of
personnel in the ranks below this is
also very high, with the EX (executive)
group as a whole showing rates of
staffing activity, implying job move-
ments, considerably higher than the
public service average.

This mobility within the public
service is itself an interesting point of
discussion. Given the available data, it
seems that deputies may be only the
most readily identifiable individuals in
a very highly mobile workforce.

One must also bear in mind that,
unlike a CEO, university president or NHL
coach, a deputy minister does not take on
a new post entirely through their own
design or ambition. The central political
leadership of the government determines
who holds deputy posts. In this sense, the
deputy position is truly unique and per-
haps more prone to change.

he change in the length of tenure
in a deputy position may also be
linked to the role that a deputy minis-
ter plays as a public service leader. The
average time in the post may be

Even under the difficult leadership conditions they face, NHL

coaches still have a longer average current tenure than deputy
ministers. The average for an NHL head coach is 32.5 months
— more than a year longer than for deputies. With more than
13 years in the job, the longest-serving NHL head coach has a
full 9 years of service on his counterpart in the deputies’ ranks.

shrinking because the role of the
departments they lead may be chang-
ing. Canada has long held the profes-
sional, nonpartisan, permanent public
service to be a defining feature of its
government and policy development.
While this article may have shown
that the “permanent” element of this
age-old definition is certainly open for
debate, the role the public service
plays in policy development has also
markedly changed.

While the public service was once
the central source of government
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policy making, this function has atro-
phied over the Ilast generation.
Powerful ministers’ offices with politi-
cal objectives and especially the central
political authority of the Prime
Minister’s Office are now the leading
voices in directing policy development,
often with the input of the govern-
ment caucus and voices external to
government also carrying substantial
weight. For these reasons, deputies may

Powerful ministers’ offices with political objectives and especially
the central political authority of the Prime Minister’s Office are
now the leading voices in directing policy development, often
with the input of the government caucus and voices external to

of why deputies spend less time in
office than leaders in other sectors.
The aforementioned common employ-
er theory, for instance, makes little
sense when one considers that
deputies do require advanced and spe-
cialized knowledge and skills in order
to lead any particular department. The
comparison of a CEO solely to the
Clerk of the Privy Council also fails to
explain tenure issues. The Clerk does

government also carrying substantial weight.

be highly mobile in part because they
are more valuable for their ability to
implement policy than for extensive
subject matter expertise in developing
policy in a particular portfolio. If the
public service is shifting to become pri-
marily the agent of implementation of
politically determined policy, then the
ideal of long-serving deputies with sub-
stantial policy knowledge in specific
areas may have outlived its usefulness.

here are several conclusions that

can be drawn. Primary among
them is that current federal deputy
ministers and heads of key agencies
have shorter times in office than in
previous eras, and that, benchmarked
against other sectors, the time in office
of federal deputy ministers is notably
short. However, perhaps the more
interesting outcome of this analysis is
what we cannot so easily conclude —
namely, why this is so.

It may not be possible to pinpoint
a single specific reason why deputies
are now in office for less time. It could
be the changing role of the public ser-
vice, the changing role of deputy min-
isters or simply the increasing mobility
of public servants in general. Likely it
is a combination of a number of issues
related to the ongoing evolution of the
federal public service.

However, such factors don’t by
themselves provide a full explanation

serve longer than the average deputy
minister — the three most recent
Clerks have had an average tenure of
42 months, and the current Clerk is
now approaching the end of his sec-
ond year in office. However, this
tenure still reflects higher turnover
than for those in a corporate CEO posi-
tion. There are clearly factors at work
beyond easily recognizable organiza-
tional differences.

To address the issue of deputy
minster churn the PPF has previously
proposed that corrective measures be
considered, such as setting terms for
deputy ministers. This would be akin
to the practice for university presi-
dents, who are normally appointed for
a term of five years, with the possibili-
ty of renewal. To date, little has been
done to advance this recommenda-
tion.

The actual impact of shorter
tenure of deputies in particular depart-
ments is difficult to assess. The impact
of departments being increasingly led
by management generalists is also dif-
ficult to determine. However, we can
be sure that the specialized knowledge
of long-serving departmental leaders is
difficult to reclaim once lost. Armed
with the knowledge that the senior
leadership of the public service
changes so frequently, we must consid-
er the impact this is having upon our
system of government as a whole.

The Canadian public service, in
accordance with Westminster tradi-
tion, has been defined by its status as
professional, nonpartisan and perma-
nent. The last element, it seems,
should be questioned. If the federal
public service can no longer boast of
permanence as a defining feature, then
perhaps it is appropriate to question
whether adherence to the other tradi-
tions are also necessary.

Since we have tacitly
accepted the rapid turnover
of public service leadership,
perhaps other methods of
appointing senior leaders in
the public service should be
considered. The American
system of “to the victor go
the spoils,” for instance, is based upon
the top ranks of the public service
being  filled by  government
appointees, with significant change
and renewal with each new adminis-
tration. If we are willing to concede
that the leadership of Canada’s public
service can be relatively fluid, and yet
still effective, should we also perhaps
explore other deviations from our pre-
viously hallowed traditions?

The nature of leadership in our
public service is clearly changing.
Rather than allowing this to occur
incrementally or by happenstance, it
would be preferable if it was by design.
And since we are living in an age of
rethinking the role of government,
perhaps it would be timely and useful
to openly discuss the role of public
service leadership as well.

David Mitchell, a political historian
and former member of the Legislative
Assembly of British Columbia, is presi-
dent and CEO of the Public Policy
Forum, an independent, not-for-profit
organization dedicated to improving
the quality of government in Canada.
david.mitchell@ppforum.ca.

Ryan Conway currently is a research
assistant at the PPF, focusing on the
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government in Canada. ryan.con-
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