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What traits do you most admire in a policymaker?

Depends on who you mean by “policymaker”?  In terms of policy person in public service, 

to my mind, the most important traits are creativity, analytic ability, ability to link the dots 

among issues and ability to see the big picture.  Creative policy analysts are crucial in be-

ing able to think outside the box and find solutions to problems that are not obvious.  This 

requires strong analysis and reliance on evidence.  An analyst who is stuck in a narrow 

rut solving simple problems is not much use.  However, a good policymaker is someone 

who can see the relationships among issues and the implications of doing nothing, of 

undertaking alternative policy options and the consequences of decisions taken.  More-

over, someone who can work collaboratively is someone who can get things done and 

will solve problems in a way that will be more successful than someone who cannot.

Among political policymakers, I have always admired those who were open to ideas, 

understood the value of analysis and who understood their value added as being “pol-

itics”.  Politics is a good thing.  And adding a political value to judgments about policy 

leads to better policy.
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Lefebvre Austruther 
Maingy

Lefebvre Austruther Maingy 
was a Canadian federal civil 
servant circa 1885. Little is 
known about him, but if we 
could travel back in time, we 
would ask him the following 
questions.

The Maingy
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What traits do you most admire in a politician?

As noted above, I admire politicians who want to add value and who know what their job 

is and what their job is not.  I like politicians who challenge their bureaucrats and who are 

demanding.  I like politicians who are decent people and treat others with respect.  And I 

like those who know what they don’t know.

What traits do you most despise in a policymaker?

Despise is a strong word.  But I don’t like policymakers who think they know it all.  I am 

not impressed with people who have simple answers to complex problems.  And I hate it 

when people jump to conclusions before asking the right questions.

What traits do you most despise in a politician?

Same.  I would add that I despise people with answers before they ask questions.

What advice would you give a young policymaker?

Look for opportunities to make a difference.  Make progress with small steps.  Focus on 

the good and don’t hold out for the perfect.  Know what risks to take.  Find a good mentor 

and ask, but don’t necessarily follow their advice.  Use your analytic ability.  Solve prob-

lems.

Who is your favourite author?

Hard to have just one.  I was going to be glib and say GOD for the Bible, or Lefebvre 

Austruther Maingy for his memoranda, but you ask a serious question and it deserves a 

serious answer.  In fact, my “favourite” changes over time.  But today, I would say it was 

David Remnick.  I like his New Yorker articles (where he is editor) and his “The Life and 

Rise of Barak Obama” and “Lenin’s Tomb”.   For fiction, I have too many, but am now 

reading Linden McIntyre’s “The Bishop’s Man” and it is brilliantly written.  I like Liz Hay 

and Rohintyn Mistry.  I also like Henning Mankel for the beach.  But we are just scratch-

ing the surface here.

What’s your idea of happiness?

Happy and healthy family.
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What do you hate the most?

Simpletons and simplificators.

What is your present state of mind?

At peace.

What is your favourite food?

Junk.

What is your favourite drink?

Scotch and water, no ice.

What talent do you wish you had?

The ability to see through people’s prevarication and façade and understand what people 

really meant to say.  I am far too straight forward and not subtle in my reading of what 

people really meant.  Why did you ask that question?  What did you mean?

Who most inspires you?

My three year old grandson and his joy of life and how he brings joy to others.

If you could make one overnight change in government, what would it be?

During an election campaign?  Come on.

Alright, it would be to move from a constitutional parliamentary based monarchy to me 

being King.  Oh, I would be benevolent.  Despotic, but benevolent.  


