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What do you do when your role requires you to

tell your superiors that, in your professional

opinion, the options to achieve their goals are

slim or costly? 

In other words, how do you tell them what

they may not want to hear?

This complimentary E-Book features a

compilation of the most memorable quotes

and useful answers to questions asked by

real public sector leaders in past seasons

of our signature program "The Political

Acumen Accelerator". 

The content was chosen based on my

experience as an Executive Coach who has

logged 1000’s of hours over 20  years

walking alongside senior and aspiring

public sector leaders as they learned their

craft.

Use this E-Book as a quick reference when

you're stuck and wondering what to do,

when you're preparing to do something new

or challenging, or trying to understand

what just happened. 

With deep admiration for your hard work

and dedication to public service,

Ingrid Bergmann, 

Co-Founder
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Introduction
ABOUT THIS E-BOOK



What  i s  the  Truth  i n
Pol i t i cs  and Government?

C O N S I D E R  T H I S . . .

There are many experts with many facts and a sometimes-unbridled enthusiasm to
share them. Though you may never have all the facts, it's useful to think carefully
about which facts are relevant to the discussion. Which facts are irrelevant? 

What someone who is in a decision-making capacity needs to know to make

the decision may not be the same as what you want to share with them. 

Public servants get paid to offer advice

based on their experience and knowledge.

And, when they give advice, they need to

ensure their opinions are grounded in facts. 

There is always a need to extrapolate from

the facts because it's not possible to know

everything about a situation but it's

important to understand the context and to

make sure you can separate what ought to

happen from a human perspective from

what needs to happen from a political one.

It takes courage to present the facts to the

people who need to hear them regardless of

whether they want to or not. You need to

 

offer the most objective advice you can

without offering  what Stephen Colbert calls

“truthiness”.

Whether the advice is considered true or

not is determined by the person receiving it.

A politician’s view of what is necessary or

astute may be different than that of the

bureaucracy and it's best to leave the

partisan pieces to those who are elected to

make those decisions.
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“Evidence is important, and you also need to understand that decision makers
consider more than just evidence. Every decision has two components – the
politics and the facts. Most decisions have mostly one or the other and some
have both. As you come to understand this, you will be less frustrated by the
choices that are made." 



Creat i ng  the  Ri ght  
Envi ronment  f or  Truth

The ideal executive office is one in which

good humour reigns and staff are welcome

to interact with the politicians. But, as we

know, some offices are just not like that. 

If you end up reaching a leadership role, but

you're quick to jump to conclusions, you may  

choke off the ability to get information,

especially contrary viewpoints. Be as open

as possible to having people provide you

with rigorous advice and make an effort to

discuss it in a way that allows you to find

better ways to solve the problem.

In terms of building an open culture,

consider using the phrase ‘Let me be the

devil’s advocate for a minute’ and

encourage others to use the same

approach. 

Make it the job of your team to keep you

out of trouble. 

Make it clear that you are going to listen,

and that staff have an obligation to tell you

where the pitfalls are. There can be a

tendency in some cultures for  people to run

from this because they think someone else

who is more senior will do it. However, it's

best if everyone feels they can speak up if

they think they have to.

In business, it is often said ‘don't bring me

problems, bring me solutions'. But in

government - to avoid simplifying complex

issues - it can be the opposite: If you're only

bringing forward solutions, you may miss the

opportunity to talk about the nuances of a

complex public policy issue. 

Make sure there is discussion around the

problem so that you are not bringing a

solution to an issue the politicians don't

know they have. Also, just because the

bureaucracy understands there is a problem

doesn’t mean the public knows. Politicians

would much rather be perceived as the

solver of the problem than the creator of it.
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"Sadly, power doesn't always want to listen.

Your Minister may not be receptive to

hearing the truth."



You need a certain amount of courage to speak

truth to power. This is formed from experience.

Start by practicing. Look for opportunities to

talk to the politicians or senior bureaucrats – in

the elevator, share a meal, out in the

community, in the car after meetings, go with

them to events etc. Look for opportunities for

informal interactions. 

View the senior bureaucrats and politicians as a

kind of puzzle to be solved; what is their style,

understand their receptivity to detail and

evidence. Some politicians will want more

evidence and facts and others won't.

Your advice should be evidence informed; you

should be able to justify what you are saying,

and you need to be open yourself to receiving

the same kind of advice. Create a culture where

that’s accepted and is the norm.

As you speak truth to power be genuine. Be

honest, open and collaborative and read a lot

about the area you are working in. Be

comfortable in yourself. How you do things is

as important as what you do. 

Make sure you don’t embarrass anyone –

consider the language you use and the forum.

You don’t want to be so vague that people

wonder what you are saying.

"Praise publicly and

criticize privately."

How do You
Actually Speak
Truth to Power?

www.thepublicsectorleader.ca

6



www.thepublicsectorleader.ca
7

FOCUS ON THE PROBLEM, NOT THE SOLUTION

Stories from the Real World 
CASE STUDIES

"During a time of budget restraint, we

had to make really tough decisions about

human resources cutbacks in a social

development Ministry despite increasing

caseloads. We did not cut any front-line

staff and we were successful in placing

all those who had to leave. In the

process, we had to go to Treasury Board

where the Minister spoke about our

progress. As is often the case, Treasury

Board seems to know better than you

and they spoke to us about where we

needed to do more. 

At some point, I, as the DM of the

Ministry, spoke up and said, “I want to be

very clear with you, we have worked very

hard, we have cut to the bone, there is

nothing more we can do.” 

I knew the Minister would not be happy

that I had jumped in, so I apologized to

him. He said, "It was the right thing to

do”. Those who were my ADMs at the

time still see that as one of their

proudest moments in government. 

Their DM spoke up and in effect said we

have done what we can do, we did the

right thing, we are not going to play this

game."

"In the case of a big tax change, the politicians and  some senior bureaucrats became

convinced that they had the answer and they thought it was the right thing to do, but

they forgot that they needed to persuade the public of that reality of well. 

Someone needed to ‘gut up’ to say this to them: Just because we have something

that is technically proficient doesn’t mean that the public is ready to accept that

solution."

PRACTICE COURAGE



How do you Balance the
Urgent with the Important?

The political realities of government make

the system almost addicted to urgency.

Many things are urgent but not important

just because they are politically charged.

With experience, you can begin to build an

understanding of the difference. 

You begin to understand what decisions you

have to make, and which will make

themselves, as well as which things the

politicians and senior administration care

about more than others.

When you are inexperienced everything

looks urgent. Part of the answer is to get

experience and get very well informed within

your field by asking the people around you

what's  important when you start a new job.

Build a connection to the Minister's /

Mayor's Office, as they will know which

things are more urgent than others.

Culturally, in your own unit, it is very

important to talk about this and how you can

discern one from the other. This also helps

with work/life balance and how you

prioritize.

For a Mayor facing the press or a Minister

facing issues in QP, things are both urgent

and important. It's not a tradeoff - things

can be both. In the world of the bureaucracy

something may be neither, but in the

political world they can be both. This is truer

for the public service than in the private

sector.

“You have to be careful

with urgency. Often what

you end up doing is bringing

attention to things that will

go away in a day and

making them worse.”
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A B O U T  U S

T h e  P u b l i c  S e c t o r  L e a d e r

o f f e r s  o n l i n e ,  m e n t o r i n g

p r o g r a m s  d e s i gn e d  t o  e x p l ore

t h e  u n w r it t e n  p r o t o c o l s  a nd

g r e y  a r e a s  t h a t  l e a d e r s  i n

t o d a y ’ s  p u b l i c  s e r v i c e  n e e d

t o  n a v i g a te  i n  a n

e n v i r o n m e n t o f  i n c r e a s i n g l y

c e n t r a l i z e d  d e c i s i o n  m a k i n g,

a  s t r o n g e r  p o l it i c a l  s e r v i c e ,

p e r m a n e n t  c a m p a i g n i n g ,  b ig

d a t a  a n d  a  24 /7  n e w s  c y c l e .

P R O G R A M  O V E R V I E W

T h e  "P o l i t i c a l  A c u m e n

A c c e l e r a t or"  i s  o u r  s i g n a t ure

m e n t o r i n g  p r o g r a m .  U s i n g  an

i n t e r a c t i v e ,  s t o r y t e l l i n g

f o r m a t ,  o u r  M a s t e r  M e n t o rs

s h a r e  e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d  a d vice

o n  h o w  t o  d e v e l o p  a n d  f i n e

t u n e  t h i s  i m p o r t a n t

c o m p e t e n c y  t o  h e l p  t h e m

o v e r c o m e  m a n y  o f  t h e

c o m p l e x  c h a l l e n g e s  t h a t

publ ic  s ec to r  le ade rs fac e

t oday  ac r oss a l l  o rde r s  of

gover nment.  

MA S TER  ME NTOR S

 O ur  f a cu lty  of  42  Ma s te r

Me ntors c ome f r om a

dis t inguished c adre o f  f o rmer

Ca nadian provinci a l ,  nat io nal

and  mu nic i pa l  po l it ic ians an d

bure a uc rats,  w ho  are  e xc it ed

t o ‘pay- it-fo r w ard’  and shar e

t he ir  expe r ience  and hard

wo n les sons.  T hey are  j o i ne d

by to p ac ademic and me d ia

e x pe r ts  s ha r ing  their

kn owledge an d  pe rsp e ct iv e s

o n w hat  it  take s t o  succe e d

in  gove r nme nt to da y.

What is The
Public Sector
Leader?

WHO WE ARE
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 EXPLORE OUR SIGNATURE

PROGRAM "THE POLITICAL

ACUMEN ACCELERATOR"

V i s i t  o u r  w e bs i t e

( w w w . t h e pu bl ic s e c t o r l e a d e r . c a )

t o  l e a r n  m o r e  a n d  p u r c h a s e  y o ur

b a c k s t a ge  pa s s  t o  R e a l  T a l k

a b o u t  w h e n  po l i t i c s  m e e t s

b u r e a u c r a c y  a n d  h o w  p o l i t i c i a n s

t h i n k .

S p e c i a l  o f f e r s  f o r  a d v a n c e d

r e g i s t r a t i o n  a n d  a l u m n i .

LIVE ONLINE MODULES:

 

INTRODUCTION TO P O LIT ICAL  ACUM EN

What is  I t  and Why is  I t  So Important

SP EAKING  TRUTH T O POWE R

Pol it ical  Presence 

SEEING AROUN D C ORNE RS 

Strategic  Agi l i ty ,  Ant ic ipat ion & Situat ional

Awareness

BEHIN D THE CU RTA I N

The Inside Story  of  Issues Management

THE OUT SIDE STORY

Socia l  Media  & Publ ic  Engagement

CULTURE & IN CLUS ION 

Essentia ls  in  a  Post-Covid  World

WHEN NO  ONE IS LO O KI NG

Ethics and Integr ity

CONFLICT & CO NT RO VE R SY  

The Search for  Common Ground

BLINDSPOTS & BLUN DE RS

Insights,  Recovery  and How to Get  Ahead

GETTING IT  TOGETHER 

 Col laborat ion Across Governments 

REGISTER NOW

READY TO ELEVATE

YOUR LEADERSHIP? 

www.thepublicsectorleader.ca
10


