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Interview

Daphne Meredith was appointed Chief Human Resources Officer (CHRO) for the Gov-
ernment of Canada on August 31, 2009. Ms. Meredith began her career in the federal 
public service in 1983 as an economist at Natural Resources Canada.  She has since 
worked in a number of positions across government including the Department of Finance, 
Privy Council Office and Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada and held senior executive 
positions at the TBS. Prior to her appointment as CHRO, Ms. Meredith served as Associ-
ate Deputy Minister of Public Works and Government Services Canada (PWGSC). 

Interview conducted by Anna Strathy on August 26, 2010

What are the major priorities of and challenges facing the federal government? 
How do they impact the public service in general, and more particularly, the 
government’s human resources (HR) priorities?

The government’s priority right now is the economy. In late 2008, it became apparent that 

we were dealing with a difficult global economic situation, so that has been the focus, 

including conceiving of and delivering an economic stimulus package to Canadians and 

aligning our efforts with those efforts in other countries around the world. That having 

been the focus for the past couple of years, the government is now focusing on fiscal 

restraint with the intention of bringing the budget back into balance by 2014. This is quite 

a challenge, to arrest the growth and reduce the deficit, and has meant taking measures 

to restrain government spending, including freezing departmental operating budgets. That 

in turn has an influence on HR management in the public service and in particular on our 

hiring intentions for the future. 

As a public service, we have just been through a period of growth— over 15 percent 

since 2005, and we’re going to have to arrest the growth. Fortunately we’re in a period 

of heightened attrition because of the demographics of the public service; we are an 

aging public service and people are retiring in larger numbers than in the past. This is 
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fortunate in that we can likely contain growth without too much pain. In fact, I would say, 

we will continue to hire, although at a reduced rate. That’s a really important message 

going forward. The challenges of today, as seen with the economic crisis, suggest that we 

need, more than ever, excellence in public service and so that’s what we’re going to be 

hiring for the future. 

The other thing I should note, in terms of government priorities, is the focus on execution, 

on excellence in implementation. I think we’ve had some very good examples of how the 

public service has delivered for the government including the response to the earthquake 

in Haiti, the delivery of the Vancouver 2010 Olympic and Paralympic Winter Games and 

the delivery of the economic stimulus package. We can take pride in being among the 

best countries in our approach to dealing with the economic crisis. In addition to the 

focus on excellence in implementation, the government maintains a continued focus on 

accountability. We need to be concerned not only with what we’re doing but how we’re 

doing it. For example, in the delivery of the Economic Action Plan, we are reporting to 

Canadians on a quarterly basis for what we were delivering. But, in addition, the Auditor 

General has done an audit on how we’ve been managing the delivery of this. So we’re 

focused on excellence—both in what we’re doing and how we’re doing it. 

In 2009 the Prime Minister called for a new human resources governance structure 
that would streamline HR practices across the federal government. This decision 
led to the creation of the Office of the Chief Human Resources Officer (OCHRO). 
What is the role of your Office?

My Office is both directly and indirectly involved in the management of people across 

the public service. In terms of its direct responsibilities, first, my Office is responsible for 

pension and benefit programs for over one million people, including current and retired 

public servants and their dependents. Second, we negotiate with bargaining agents on 

the salaries and other terms and conditions of employment for a population of over two 

hundred thousand public servants. At the same time, we have to make sure that the 

basis on which we’re negotiating salaries is sound.  So, for example, we have begun to 

review the professional group structure that underpins the public service to ensure that 

it is relevant to the modern work force. We’re working in two broad areas right now, one 

being the program administrators group, which comprises over 90 000 employees. We’re 
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looking at the distinctions between these various classifications and saying, “Should the 

distinction be there or not? Is the nature of the work that this group is doing appropriately 

described in today’s environment?” Many of these groups were defined 40 years ago 

before anybody had a desktop or any kind of information technology platform. So you can 

imagine that some of the “job descriptions” are a bit out of date. This is challenging work 

because it makes us think through our business models and ask, “Who do we need? 

What work do we need for the future?” Whereas previously, administrative services staff 

may have been delivering typed documents, they’re no longer doing that. They’re prob-

ably doing more scheduling and organizing of information. In fact, we have evidence of a 

migration toward more knowledge intensive activity. 

My Office’s indirect role in managing public servants stems from its responsibilities for 

setting policies for and reporting on the state of people management in the public ser-

vice. We’re now in the final stages of updating our Code of Values and Ethics for public 

servants, and determining the conflict of interest and post-employment policy for public 

servants. We also report to Parliament on the health of the public service and the man-

agement of HR. We have several reports that go to parliamentarians annually on issues 

such as employment equity in the public service, official languages, HR modernization, 

and incidents of wrongdoing and what we’re doing about them - a whole range of issues. 

We also provide leadership in moving human resources management to a more modern 

platform. We really want to move from a rules-based system of management to one 

that’s based more on acting according to our values and principles and understanding 

the outcomes of our actions verified by the management information we collect.  For 

example, we are strengthening our demographic analyses and talent management 

information systems to support corporate coherence and central strategic management 

for the executive cadre of the public service. 

This movement away from rules-based management to information and outcomes 
seems to be part of a cultural shift, not only in HR, but across government more 
broadly. Could you expand on this? 

We have, just this spring, put on every Deputy Minister’s desktop, data on 190 perform-

ance indicators of people management. Every Deputy can look at how their own perform-

ance stacks up against the average from every other department. I think this is very 
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empowering. They can look at how their departments vary. And while departments may 

vary for very good reasons, since every operation’s different, Deputies may find examples 

of performance they want to emulate. So it becomes a platform to understand leading 

practices. You need that. You need the information in order to know what practice you 

want to pursue. That was just introduced this spring and I think it is a powerful driver of 

change. 

By streamlining human resource governance, Deputy Heads are given greater 
flexibility in managing their own HR practices. What impact does this have within 
departments and across government? 

This puts more pressure on human resource professionals to advise their managers and 

leaders on how to manage people well, especially in relation to their unique operational 

circumstances. Managing people in the Department of Finance is going to be different 

from managing people in the Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA). CBSA has a 

large contingent of Border Officers dealing with real life situations everyday, whereas the 

Department of Finance operations are more conceptual, for example, setting frameworks 

and determining policy directions. So each department has its own operational setting 

and we think managers in those settings need to be flexible in order to inspire, motiv-

ate and mobilize their people around the tasks at hand, without us constraining them 

by setting out common rules for everybody. But it does put more pressure on their HR 

advisors and on them to think outside the box and to work out the solutions to problems 

themselves. Whereas in the past, the dynamic might have been one of HR people calling 

the Centre for direction, they now need to think through the solutions themselves. We 

don’t have people waiting at the other end of the line for their calls anymore. It requires 

them to be more independent, which, in a sense exposes them a bit, but can be more 

motivating for them in the long run. 

One of the most important initiatives undertaken by your Office, or at least as I 
see it, is the evolution of the Values and Ethics Code. How does your Office view 
this evolution? Is it a reaffirmation of the fundamentals? Or, does it address new 
challenges? 

Well, I don’t think it’s an either/or proposition. The new Code will both reaffirm the funda-

mental values, which if they are true values, need to be enduring, while addressing the 

new challenges. The Code is the best place to turn for someone considering becoming 
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a public servant because it articulates what it is, in essence, to be a professional public 

servant in the federal government; it outlines the responsibilities of public servants as well 

as to what they should aspire. For example, democratic service or respect for democracy 

is the sort of overarching value articulated in the Code. That’s never going to change; 

that’s always what public servants have to do, to situate ourselves within our democratic 

system and to recognize our role in supporting the government in power. Another value 

that’s enduring in any code is integrity. Another is excellence, which actually has greater 

profile perhaps in our revised Code, but is very much something to which we aspire as 

public servants. 

The values are enduring. The language we express them in is, perhaps, more up to 

date. We’ve had extensive interaction with public servants in all the regions, in all parts 

of our federal public sector whether in Crown corporations, at the centre of government 

or in line operations, with new public servants as well as old, and through discussion we 

tested language that we think will resonate with them. And so we have done updating in 

that sense. We recognize with this Code that the world is evolving and we can modernize 

the language and speak to the concerns of new employees. For example, we refer to 

our responsibility as public servants to consider the present and long-term effects of our 

actions on the environment. 

Applying the Code can only be done properly through dialogue because there’s no single 

set of rules that will apply perfectly in all situations. Each workplace may be very different 

and present different challenges. 

For example, there is a focus now on the challenges that new technology brings. And 

those are issues that are evolving, in ways that we can’t anticipate. We have to talk 

through what a public servant’s obligations are with respect to what they put on the Inter-

net whether at work or at home and how what they do in their private life might impinge 

on their duties as a public servant. The new technologies are opening up a new world to 

us and we have to talk through how to deal with the challenges they present.  

The Values and Ethics Code for the Public Service states that, “In carrying out 
their official duties, public servants should arrange their private affairs in a manner 
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that will prevent real, apparent or potential conflicts of interest from arising. If a 
conflict does arise between the private interests and the official duties of a public 
servant, the conflict should be resolved in favour of the public interest”. How 
is this complicated by pervasive social media outlets that blur the distinction 
between public and private? Do you think that new public servants are aware of 
their obligations to the public interest? 

I think new public servants can be and should be excited about their obligation to the 

public interest because that, in a sense, is what is motivating about being in the public 

service; the ability to contribute to the public interest. That it should come at a cost 

should, therefore, not be a surprise. The question is, at what cost? The notion of dealing 

with conflicts is not particular to public service either. People working in the private sector 

also need to worry about conflicts of interest. So, we’re not special in terms of worrying 

about conflicts of interest. I think we have to be more aware of just where those conflicts 

might arise, because it might not be obvious to the new public servant or, frankly, to long-

standing public servants. Especially in today’s open, transparent, operating environment, 

we have to be aware that what we do and what we say can be interpreted in different 

ways outside of us and that can in turn reflect poorly on the government. We have a 

responsibility to serve the government and to be aware of anything we do that could 

damage them. 

We have a flexible approach, but one that requires the public servant to be aware of 

where their private activities may either present or be perceived to present conflicts. 

Conflicts of interests can stem from financial interests, paid activities outside of work, or 

even voluntary activities outside of work. In these situations, public servants are expected 

to declare the conflict and to get special approval for them or direction on how to address 

the conflict. 

Despite the current era of fiscal restraint, the federal public service is in 
recruitment mode. Do you anticipate any problems in recruiting the talent the 
federal government requires? What aspects of federal public service employment 
do you think will be most attractive to future graduates?  

Yes, you’re right. We are recruiting and, in fact, right now we’re preparing for this year’s 

post-secondary recruitment campaign. So we are going out to universities and colleges 

to look for talent. I don’t see a problem in attracting talent. Last year alone we had over 

two hundred and fifty thousand individuals looking for jobs in the public service and we 
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hired fewer than thirteen thousand permanent employees. That’s not all post-secondary, 

of course, but it gives you a sense of the volume of interest that we manage. There isn’t 

a problem finding people who want jobs in the federal public service. There is always a 

challenge in finding the best talent and, of course, all organizations that aspire to being 

excellent or outstanding will be competing.  That’s one of our special challenges; to find 

the best, because we need the best, because we want to be the best, so we can provide 

the best to Canadians. 

Do I think we have a challenge in that respect? No, I don’t. I think the federal government 

is a great employer. We have good, competitive pay and benefits. We have a respectful 

workplace. We have, probably most importantly, interesting and intellectually challenging 

work and the power to make a difference to our citizens and our communities. I would 

add to that, the opportunity to develop as a leader, in Canada’s largest and, I would 

argue, most important institution. So, from a personal development point of view the 

opportunity is fantastic. 

For policy and public administration graduates, one of the great draws of the 
federal public service is its breadth and the opportunity for exposure to many 
issues, departments and careers. What is your advice to future public servants 
on how to balance the tension between i) taking advantage of all the breadth and 
opportunities for mobility in the public service; and ii) staying in one place or 
position to build depth and mastery in particular areas. 

I think the choice is entirely a personal one. Some prefer to develop as experts, and may 

have the opportunity to develop as worldwide experts in a particular area whether it be 

energy policy, health policy, financial sector policy. For those individuals who choose that 

course, usually the more they know about something, the more they’re interested. Their 

career path may lead to, not only contributing domestically within our own public service, 

but also gaining a network of experts outside of Canada as well. That’s a wonderful 

choice to make and it can be very rich as a career path.

Others, and I’d include myself among this group, may be stimulated by changing policy 

area and becoming integrators of policy expertise, more on the end of advising the 

government directly and playing a role in horizontal coordination. There is a need for both 

and there is a demand for both within the government. So the choice is a personal one. 
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Both can be extremely stimulating and both can lead to career advancement if that’s what 

the individual wants to pursue. 

The one thing I would counsel though, to anyone in the public service including new 

recruits or graduates from public administration programs, is to stay in a job long enough 

to learn (the most important thing is to learn) and to deliver something; to deliver results 

that you can be proud of. In other words, become enough of an expert that you’re able to 

contribute before you move on, because there’s great satisfaction in doing that and that 

is, in fact, part of your development. For example, I have on average stayed in every pos-

ition for at least three years, and I felt that was absolutely essential to my development. 

Nobody will blame you for staying in a job long enough to make a contribution. 

What are the important competencies for future public servants? Is there much 
difference between competencies needed for policy work and those needed for 
operational and management work?

Basic competencies, I would say, are strong analytical and communication skills. Those 

are fundamental to whether you’re going to be effective doing policy work, operational or 

management work. Whether you’re analyzing policy options and communicating them 

to policy managers and Ministers, or whether you’re taking on a complex operation and 

analyzing how it can work efficiently and communicating your intentions to the people 

working for you, you need those skills. In addition to strong analytical and communication 

skills, I would say teamwork is very important in government, because of the complexity 

of the issues. You need to work with the people within your team or operating unit. That’s 

not different from anywhere else, but you have to be aware of what’s happening around 

you and be able to make linkages in how your work might affect somebody else’s work, 

or how their work might affect yours. You need to have good antennae as to what’s 

happening around you and take advantage of the intelligence you gain in order to make 

yourself more productive. 

Knowledge of government and how it works is really important and something you get 

through studying public administration - the underpinnings of democratic government and 

the Westminster system. I think it’s valuable to know the operating context. Also, basic 
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management skills. These are the kinds of skills that might be similar to those offered in 

MBA programs, but basic management is going to help you throughout your career. I’ve 

talked about the importance of excellence in HR management and how the government 

really needs to rely on that. So an awareness of human resources management models, 

drivers, how to manage people in big or small organizations is going to be very useful, no 

matter where you go in the public service after you finish your degree. 

Is there any difference between the policy work competencies and operational 
management? Or is it, as you mentioned, that these are all encompassing 
competencies that would be important for both? That management work also 
informs policy work? 

That’s a great point, because there’s no point in advising the government on policies that 

don’t have a hope of being operationalized. The skill of a smart policy analyst is in know-

ing what can be implemented on the ground and being informed by what’s happening 

on the ground. You can be a good conceptual thinker and develop policy at a theoretical 

level, but if it can’t be implemented, it’s not beneficial for government. That awareness of 

how ideas can be communicated, politically, while being operationalized so as to deliver 

results, I think is the essence of a good, solid public administrator whether they’re doing 

policy work, managing or working in operations.

Public administration programs, offer a variety of courses that allow students to look at 

past experiences, to explore theoretical models, to test them, and to look at the experi-

ences of governments in creating and putting policies into practice. 

Do you have any advice for directors of Masters-level public policy and public 
administration programs in Canada and the students who enroll in them? .

I think it is important to find the equilibrium between the theoretical and practical; that is, 

knowing the theory but being informed by experience. It is important to have the manage-

ment fundamentals.  I talked about HR, which I think is (of course) absolutely fundamen-

tal. Competencies in public sector accounting would be useful. An understanding of the 

function of audit and evaluation and how that can inform you. Also knowledge concerning 

the tools that are there to help you improve your performance as a public service is 

useful. There are certain mechanics that you need to learn, as well as the theory. But 

I’d say, a broad appreciation of policymaking and public administration is important. You 
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need both.

The other thing I would make a plea for, and it may not be delivered directly by the public 

administration schools, but it’s something that I would really encourage students to 

pursue, and that is to have a foundation in both official languages. That’s a basic tool. In 

operating at the federal level. 

What kind of relationship do you see between the Government of Canada and 

CAPPA, the Canadian Association of Programs in Public Administration? 

We are working with CAPPA to identify the key competencies public administration 

students should have in entering the federal public service. Once we have defined those 

competencies, universities can assess their programming to determine whether there 

may be gaps.  This has been a key area of collaboration between universities and the 

federal government and is for the benefit of students, for the benefit of those running 

public administration programs, to make sure they’re delivering their curricula cost-

effectively, and for us, to hire more productive public servants.


