CHAPTER 7

Soft Craft, Hard Choices, Altered Context: Reflections On 25 Years of Policy Advice in Canada 

 MICHAEL J. PRINCE 
This chapter offers a retrospective view on developments in policy analysis and advice in Canadian governments over the past generation. I also look at the present situation in the federal government and consider the future of policy advice. These reflections come from my own academic research on policy advice and consulting work with governments, the writings of other colleagues on policy analysis, and from change in the politics, policy making and governance of Canada since the late 1970s. I am interested in reflecting on policy analysis and advice as public service work in Canadian governments and, at the same time, reflecting on some key concepts and premises we commonly find in the literature in thinking about and assessing the state of the art of public policy analysis. 

A quarter century ago, Aaron Wildavsky dubbed policy analysis as the art and craft of ‘speaking truth to power’ (Wildavsky 1979), an expression widely adopted in the Canadian public administration and policy studies literature (Doern and Phidd 1992; Good 2003; Savoie 2003). A central argument I wish to present is that the concepts of truth and power in relation to policy advice, as well as ideas such as policy capacity, have changed over time and their meanings need investigating in the contemporary context. I question the notion of policy advice and policy capacity as part of a larger rationality project (Rasmussen 1999), in favour of the view that nothing is more political, organizational, and relational than doing policy work in and for the state. 

Much of my own work since the late 1970s on this topic has been an interrogation of the rationalist themes and proverbs associated with public policy analysis in federal and provincial government departments (Prince 1979; Prince and Chenier 1980; Prince 1983; Prince 1986; Russell and Prince 1992; Hollander and Prince 1993; Prince 1999; Prince 2002). Of course, rationality is important in policy development and decision making (Doern and Phidd 1992; Pal 2001). My research, however, and buttressed by a range of consulting experiences, underscores the hard choices of how policy advice as a subtle craft actually emerges and operates in public service settings typically characterized by ambiguous goals, multiple roles and structures, resource constraints, uncertain outcomes, and competing interests, ideas and policy agendas. As a former senior public servant says of management in Canadian government, ‘there are such fundamental and inherent contradictions in public administration that hard trade-offs are required and one value must be explicitly sacrificed in order to achieve others’ (Good 2003, 184).

The milieu in which the art and craft of policy advice is done has changed significantly in a number of respects over the last few decades in Canada as elsewhere. I will review these changes and discuss their repercussions for policy advice as public service work. Under the speaking truth to power model, policy advice is, largely, a bipartite relationship involving public servants and executive politicians, with career officials offering advice to cabinet ministers. For a number of years now, however, it is clear that a plurality of advisory sources exist, with an array of actors both inside and outside government offering various kinds of policy advice and analysis in various forms to decision makers. This pluralism of policy advice has implications for the roles and relations of government analysts to governing politicians and their staffs, to non-state actors in think tanks, lobby associations, polling and consulting firms, and, alongside these actors, raises disquieting issues of the capacity and influence of civil society organizations and clientele groups.

To the point, changes over the last 25 years in both the context and content of Canadian politics and government have produced a shift in the approach to policy analysis: public service policy advice has moved away from ‘speaking truth to power’ toward what we may describe as ‘sharing truths with multiple actors.’                                

Policy Advice as Public Sector Work: The Soft Craft of Hard Choices 

In referring to policy advice as a soft craft, I wish to convey the politic nature of this work; that is to say, that policy advice occurs in and around the state and the wider political setting, and pertains to developing and promoting certain ideas and directions for a government and economy and society. I am not suggesting that policy work is a weak and feeble activity of the Canadian state or that policy advice is woolly-headed and unsystematic. On the contrary, doing policy analysis and giving advice to politicians is not for the faint of heart. It requires enthusiasm, conviction, and instincts for survival (Prince 1983). As a soft craft, the activity of policy advising is variable, adapting to the specific and often changing organizational and temporal contexts in which it occurs. Policy advising is about human relations and social psychology as much as it is about hard data and statistical packages. As the author of a practical guide to policy analysis states: ‘Policy analysis is more art than science. It draws on intuition as much as method’ (Bardarch 2000: xiv). Thus, effective policy advising is astute, shrewd, and subtle. 

As a craft, the giving of policy advice is an art, to be sure, as well as a job, a set of tasks and activities, shaped by certain skills and talents for this line of work. The giving of policy advice, when done well, exemplifies skill, tact, creativity, sagacity and ingenuity, among other attributes. It is, after all, a political endeavour in disciplined thinking and interacting; an exercise in intellectual cogitation plus social interaction (Wildavsky 1979). Practitioners and researchers describe the craft of policy analysis as creating political arguments (Stone 2002); giving reasoned advice on solving or at least mitigating public problems (Bardach 2000); producing inquiry and recommendations for decision makers (Anderson 1996); giving counsel to leaders on choices of issues, goals, and resources (Axworthy 1988); and, offering ideas, knowledge and solutions to executive politicians (Kroeger 1996; Rasmussen 1999). The craft side of this entails knowing your audience and their environment; picking your time in making certain proposals; presenting each option fairly; being aware of the history of the issue and policy field; knowing the impacts of options for specific key groups; knowing how your jurisdiction compares with others in the country or internationally; and, keeping your sense of humour.

A wide assortment of occupations represents the policy advisory activities of government in Canada. Included are researchers, evaluators, planners, consultants, internal auditors, financial analysts, policy analysts, quality assurance experts, executive assistants, program development staff, public affairs or communications staff, social projects staff, operational review staff, and discipline-specific staff such as agrologists, economists, epidemiologists, lawyers, sociologists, and psychologists among others. Regardless of titles, the range of analytical activities provided by these staff include scientific and social scientific research, policy work, planning on the scale of communities, programs or projects, evaluations of various sorts (e.g., formative or process, summative, outcome or impact, and meta-evaluation), and audits and reviews of various sorts (internal, financial, management, operational, composite and comprehensive). 

Policy work, more specifically, encompasses whatever policy analysts and policy units choose to do or in response to requests by senior officials. An overview of such activities is as follows: 


· Policy development in defining government goals, objectives, and conducting priority reviews;

· Program design work of designing courses of action or programs to achieve policy objectives;

· Program evaluation to examine proposed or actual programs to determine if they will achieve, or have achieved, their objectives;

· Policy firefighting work such as doing rush assignments, crisis management, work under pressure and studies of ‘hot’ issues of the moment demanding a ‘quick and (perhaps) dirty look;’

· Coordinating of strategic outlooks, operational and long-term plans, or the programs of various branches in a department, and providing liaison with other departmental groups and other departments and central agencies, other governments and outside stakeholder groups;

· Socio-economic research projects and forecasting activities, perhaps including scenario writing;

· Scanning of the external environment to identify threats and opportunities, and conducting inquiries into the nature, causes, and possible solutions of new and existing policy issues;

· Stakeholder analysis and development of consultation and engagement strategies;

· Strategic communications planning and development and possibly implementation of public communication plans;

· Needs assessment to determine the need for new or revised policies, programs and services;

· Budget analyses and planning designed to determine what to cut, terminate, maintain and increase under various resource scenarios; 

· Legislative support by providing advice on legislation, and assisting program staff to work with legislative counsel to draft new legislation or regulations and or amendments to existing legislation and regulations;

· Executive assistant support by preparing speeches for the minister and senior officials, preparing correspondence, hosting visitors, compiling data from line divisions, and arranging meetings, workshops and conferences; and,

· Policy advice work in preparing policy papers, having input into priority setting, and assisting in defining overall objectives and strategic plans (Hollander and Prince 1993, 205).    

With this tremendous assortment of activities that typify the soft craft of policy work, invariably comes a series of tensions and trade-offs; the hard choices intrinsic to the world of public administration and policy making. According to one observer, the hardest part of policy analysis is ‘getting organizations to act’ (Wildavsky 1979, 6), because of established interests and ideas vested in organizations, and their tendency to resist change, including evaluation-induced reform, driven by a bureaucratic need for internal loyalty and external support to survive and flourish. He adds: ‘If policy problems arise from tensions, policy solutions are the temporary and partial reduction of tension. Solutions are temporary in that the conditions producing the initial dislocation change in time, creating different tensions’ (Wildavsky 1979, 390). 

The phenomenon of ‘policy capacity,’ much explored of late in the policy and management literatures (Bakvis 2000; Canada 1995), is not some universal or singular activity or straightforward process animated by an ethos of rationality. Anderson (1996) and Rasmussen (1999) have outlined policy capacity in terms of the ability to do several functions: advising ministers and other politicians, thinking longer-term and focusing on strategic issues and priorities of government, dealing with issues of a horizontal or interdepartmental nature across government, and working with external groups in the relevant policy community to obtain important input on issues and feedback on programs. 

This range of work, Anderson and Rasmussen both suggest, requires policy generalists and policy specialists, and, we can add, policy managers (Prince 1986) at senior and operational program levels in government departments. This work also requires a demand for policy analysis, along with supply (now commonly called capacity). If analysis is not used, the position and influence of policy analysts and analytical units decline, and risks disappearing altogether (Prince and Chenier 1980). Thus, advisors continuously active in policy processes deliberately engage in shaping agendas by suggesting ideas, identifying opportunities, building support, and bargaining with interests and institutional leaders (Prince 1983; Maley 2000).   

Of course, beyond departmental portfolios, variations of policy capacity are essential for Prime Ministers and Premiers, central agencies, cabinet committees, parliamentary committees and officers as well as in tribunals, courts, think tanks and research institutes, and civil society groups and social movement organizations. This tells us that policy capacity, writ large, is shaped and defined by a number of organizational and individual relationships inside government, across governments, and outside with societal groups, as explored in chapters 4, 5, 9 and 20. More readily, policy capacity and thus the craft of policy work is the result of the material nature of power dynamics operating on individuals, groups, and organizations in specific policy sectors and time periods. Policy analysis and advice giving are an amalgam of relations of authority and influence marked by alliances and struggles, information and uncertainties, effects and counter-effects. 

Viewed in this perspective, policy capacity and policy advising are negotiated practices. They also are complex and contested processes featuring numerous tensions and trade-offs. ‘What every government has to undertake in its time is to seek such balance as may be possible among the complicated and diverse factors that bear upon decision-making,’ notes a veteran senior public servant (Kroeger 1996, 468). In a parliamentary system of cabinet government, a fundamental task concerns managing the interplay between overall government priorities and central direction on one side, and the disparate multiplicity of departmental interests, ministerial autonomy and ambitions on the other (Doern and Phidd 1992). In a cabinet of 30 to 40 members, there are numerous ministers with strong views about policy that ‘are often diametrically opposed. A prime minister must balance the opposing views while keeping the proponents within the nest’ (Axworthy 1988, 255). Another balance to be struck concerns maintaining a line, while drawing on both, between two kinds of staff and policy advice, namely, partisan personal staff and the neutral public service. As Axworthy sketches the differences: ‘Partisans bring creativity; public servants provide perspective. The political arm makes things move; bureaucratic routines prevent errors’ (Axworthy 1988, 248). Additional tensions Axworthy mentions deal with working to prevent the pressures of the urgent from overwhelming the plans of the important, and ‘knowing when to proceed and when to delay, sensing when to be bold and when to be prudent’ (Axworthy 1988, 252).

Still other trade-offs and tensions intrude on doing policy analysis and giving policy advice to governments. A study by federal officials in the mid-1990s identified some well-known and traditional strains and conflicts, including between line and staff relations generally, in work cultures and relations between communication roles and policy analyst roles, between research scientists and policy advisors, between program managers and program evaluators on the value of formal evaluations, between departments with dissimilar mandates and worldviews sharing a policy area, between government officials and external groups differing over the purpose and intended outcome of consultations (Anderson 1996). In a similar manner, a study of experienced senior public servants in the Saskatchewan government on policy capacity, found tensions between the centre (central agencies and cabinet committees) and departments; departmental policy units ‘guilty of excluding operational considerations from their deliberations;’ trade-offs between community input and the need for timely government action; and frustrations in working horizontally on issues due to the existence of strong ‘departmental loyalties’ (Rasmussen 1996, 341 and 344). 

On this last issue, I noted years ago that some policy advisory groups in the federal bureaucracy arose not simply to rationalize the government’s policy process, but so that departments could better integrate their internal activities and protect their ‘turf’ from encroaches by central agencies and cabinet (Prince 1979, 291-92). 

As a consequence, such tensions hinder departmental and government-wide policy development and program implementation, frustrate and discourage staff and publics, strain inter-organizational relations, and unfortunately as well create or perpetuate stereotypes of government staff, community groups and agency types. If these tensions and challenges to ‘speaking truth to power’ were not enough, the context of public service policy advising changed dramatically in the last few decades. 

A Changing Context of Policy Advice in Canada 

Changes in the context and content of Canadian politics and government through the 1980s and 1990s have shifted public service policy advice from speaking truth to power toward what we may describe as many actors sharing many truths. I examine each of these approaches in turn, describing them and offering some criticisms, as well as note trends in Canada that relate to this altered context of policy advising.

Speaking Truth to Power as a Model of Policy Advising       

Speaking truth to power, as already noted, is a widely held view in the literature of what policy analysis is as art and craft. This conception of policy advice highlights the relation between, and respective roles of policy advisors and elected officials in government. In the words of Wildavsky, who popularized the phrase and the model of policy advice implicitly linked with it, ‘speaking truth to power remains the ideal of analysts who hope they have the truth, but realize they have not (and, in a democracy, should not have) power’ (Wildavsky 1979, 12). So, while Wildavsky held that facts and values are inseparable in analysis and action, he did posit a separation between the knowledge of the advisor and the authority of the elected decision maker. A contrasting view, expressed by Michel Foucault among others, is that truth and power intertwine. Truth is not outside power or lacking in power itself. Policy advising lies within relations of power (Foucault 1980). We also know that the power of cabinet ministers can be fluid and changing, due to cabinet shuffles, elections, shifting government priorities, scandals, crises and other unanticipated challenges.  

At times, policy analysts, like tattlers and busybodies, speak things that are not welcome. The truth that Wildavsky foresaw is, in large part, negative knowledge; information that ‘tells us what we cannot do, where we cannot go, wherein we have been wrong’ (Wildavsky 1979, 401). Axworthy (1988, 257) makes the point as follows: ‘Often the greatest service rendered to a leader is to force him to face unpalatable realities.’ Speaking truth to power involves public servants tendering professional, non-partisan advice to a leader, minister or government of the day, advice that may well be critical of government thinking, but which, nonetheless, public servants offer in a forthright and fearless manner (Good 2003; Savoie 2003). For Wildavsky, the truth spoken to politicians, stressed resource constraints, laws to follow, pitfalls to avoid, and risks to heed. Thus, the danger advisors face is carrying negative or uninspiring messages to ambitious political leaders. Yet, the truth or advice policy analysts communicate can be positive, identifying new opportunities, promising courses of action and suggesting innovative reforms. We need, therefore, to avoid simple notions of understanding speaking truth to power as necessarily and exclusively a negative and constraining relationship. 

Foreshadowing a post-modern view of policy analysis, Wildavsky did not embrace uncritically a positivist notion of the truth. For him, there was no objective, observable and verifiable reality existing ‘out there’ in the economy, society or international arena waiting to be discovered by research done in a detached manner, completely immune from values, biases and interests. In this model of policy advising, truth is incomplete, variable, and socially constituted. On truth as incomplete: ‘In an aspiring democracy, the truth we speak is partial. There is always more than one version of the truth and we can be most certain that the latest statement isn’t it’ (Wildavsky 1979, 404). On truth as variable: ‘The truth that analysts claim today is not always the same truth they will claim tomorrow. There are tides in the affairs of analysts…. There are fashions too’ (Wildavsky 1979, 402). On the policy analysts’ truth as socially created and authoritatively sanctioned: ‘For the truth they have to tell is not necessarily in them, nor in their clients, but in … their give and take with others whose consent they require … over and over again’ (Wildavsky 1979, 405). When he wrote of speaking truth to power, this is the truth Wildavsky envisaged. The production of policy knowledge may be systematic and scientific, yet the message, and in the context it is conveyed, are inherently political in nature. 

A notable feature of this conception of policy analysis is recognition of different truths or ways of knowing: truth in belief and morality, truth in the professional expertise of analysts, and truth as the politically negotiated consensus of what is acceptable and possible in policy terms. An alternative view on truth, again one clearly expressed by Foucault, is that truth is more established, stable and prevailing than what Wildavsky implies. While also noting the social construction of truth, Foucault stresses a structure to truth: ‘Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true’ (Foucault 1980, 131). For Foucault then, policy work operates in a ‘political economy of truth’ with people occupying specific positions in government and society. Indeed, some truths may only be spoken openly after a change in political regime has taken place; and even then, special procedures may need to be created to enable the voicing of past ‘unspeakable truths’ (Haynes 2002). 

At the national level in Canada, the speaking truth to power model of policy development operated at it’s fullest during the ‘golden age’ of the civil service from approximately the 1940s to the early 1970s (Bryden 1997; Granatstein 1982; Kent 1988; Porter 1965). Key elements of the model in action were an anonymous, neutral and merit-based civil service as the sole or primary source for providing sound and non-partisan policy advice, in a candid and up-front manner, to senior officials, ministers and cabinet for approval. The civil servants’ advisory role was both legitimate and invaluable to governing politicians, and officials made important contributions to the policy formation of Canada’s economic development, foreign affairs, and the national network of social security. This model of governance reflects closely what Stefan Dupré (1985) calls the ‘departmentalized cabinet,’ in which strong ministers with strong portfolio loyalty, aided by departmental officials and an underdeveloped set of central agencies, dominated policy advice and policy development at the federal level.

As Savoie (2003, 62) explains this working model: ‘Ministers knew that they were in charge, and they welcomed the advice of the senior mandarins. Senior officials, meanwhile, sought to serve their ministers well and did not hesitate to be forthright in their advice, even if the advice was not always welcomed.’ The truth or truths officials spoke to ministers came from their own professional expertise and career experience that included a rich organizational memory and policy history. ‘Career stability meant that civil servants remember a long line of past policies and their fates. The system also allowed them to offer unwelcome advice to decision makers. Their tenure and the respect that they enjoyed permitted them to advise a minister that he or she was heading in the wrong direction. That advice was not always heeded, but it was very probably given’ (Savoie 2003, 68). In sum, these were the elements constituting the ‘traditional bargain’ or understanding between executive politicians and career public servants on their respective roles and responsibilities in policy development. 

A New Model of Policy Advising: Many Actors Sharing Many Truths                               

Since the 1970s, the environment of public policy making and, therefore, policy analysis and advising, have changed substantially. Many commentators (Anderson 1996; Canada 1995; Hajer 2003; Kroeger 1996; Pal 2001; Rice and Prince 2000; Savoie 2003) have detailed how and why the context and methods of governing have altered in modern democracies and welfare states. There is broad agreement that the golden age of the mandarins has passed and that events also have overtaken the historic relationship between civil servants and cabinet ministers of speaking truth to power.
 

Linked to political decision making, policy analysis both reflects and creates different preferences and worldviews (Stone 2002) concerning claims for core ideas and interests regarding efficiency, community, personal liberty and responsibility, and social justice (Doern and Phidd 1992). As a ‘truth-game,’ policy advising is about persuasive presentations and explanations of what is good for an individual, group or system, as shaped through discourses and relations of power (Foucault 1997).   

Significant trends pertinent to policy development can be briefly enumerated here: the further globalization of the economy and pluralization of Canadian society (Rice and Prince 2000); the growing contestation and thus politicization of various forms of expert knowledge (food safety, medical, environmental, natural sciences) in society; shifting boundaries between governments and other institutions, captured by the shift in terminology from government to governance, with associated concepts and practices of alternative service delivery, public-private partnerships and a mix of new organizational forms; shifts in policy instruments related to the fiscal (mis)fortunes and (in)capacities of governments; the constitutional entrenchment of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and attendant rights discourse expressed in an ‘identity politics’ articulated by social movements for women, persons with disabilities, and other disadvantaged groups;  Aboriginal activism manifested in a heightened profile, land claims and treaty negotiations; and de-regulation and trade liberalization measures linked with international trade agreements.

To these, we can add other factors that are transforming the way Canadian governments develop policy and make decisions: a more aggressive and critical mass media, increased scrutiny of the public service by the Auditor General and other newer parliamentary watchdogs, access to information legislation, expanding complexity and interconnectedness of most policy issues today, growing public cynicism and loss of confidence toward politicians, bureaucrats and even scientists in government, the rise of a policy analysis movement and industry in Canada, and political leaders themselves engaging, at times, in ‘bureaucrat bashing,’ and gazing beyond the career public service for policy advice (Canada 1995; Doern and Phidd 1992; Good 2003; Savoie 2003). 

Developments within the federal government and bureaucracy, as well, directly contributed to undermining the traditional speaking truth to power model of policy advising. A series of resources cuts to departmental budgets and operations over many years, sometimes more than once a year and at times announced quite abruptly, led to a turbulent environment making policy and program planning not just difficult but often seemingly pointless. Downsizing of the public service naturally led to demands by governments for advice from outside the bureaucracy. Managerial reforms encouraged the frequent shuffling of senior officials around departments and from department to central agencies or crown corporations, all with a view to creating a cadre of generalist senior executives to manage the federal public service. Coupled with retirements and the politicization of some segments of the upper echelons of the public service with partisan staffers, these management reforms eroded the organizational memory, the policy and scientific-based expertise, and the morale of many senior officials (Splane 1987). 

From the mid 1980s onwards, the federal social policy sector exhibited a style called policy change by stealth (Prince 1999, 158). Championed by Department of Finance officials, instrument preferences involved cutting social expenditures on benefits to persons and transfers to other governments, plus raising tax revenues through surcharges and limiting the indexation of tax brackets. Changes by stealth typically come through the closed process of budgets, in arcane and technical language involving amendments to obscure legislation or regulations. The policy process is largely a closed and monopolistic process. Social policy departments and Parliament play little if any meaningful role in policy reforms by stealth. 

Through the 1980s and 1990s, in a climate heavily shaped by government restraint, analytical activities shifted from needs assessment, policy planning and new program design toward increased emphasis on the analysis of ongoing operational activities and on matters related to efficiency and effectiveness. Environmental scanning activities by policy units in government also appeared to increase in response to the growing use of the media by lobby groups and by others involved in collective action, to advance and market their points of view. Alternatively, communications and public affairs units in government assumed enhanced mandates in this area. Some policy analysts in Ottawa became ‘slide-deckers,’ offering visual summaries of other people’s or organization’s research or advice.  

Another trend is that in-house research activities declined, owing to government downsizing measures and perhaps a shrinking of the credibility of this kind of analysis among the public and interest groups. As Laurent Dobuzinskis discusses in chapter 13, the federal advisory councils for economic and scientific matters disappeared in the early 1990s. Acceptance of analysis by in-house units is not automatic, particularly if the results of their analysis run counter to what individuals or groups outside of government wish to hear or believe to be true. One response to the need for high-quality, longer-term studies of importance to governments has been the establishment of university-based centres of excellence in applied, or policy-related, research (Hollander and Prince 1993, 196-97).

Given this altered state of affairs, what does it mean for public policy analysis? What today, does public service advisors' relationships to government politicians look like? Savoie’s answer to these questions is multifaceted and enlightening. First, Savoie notes: ‘Politics enters the policy process much earlier than in the past and career officials now share the policy-making space with a variety of actors. Indeed, the consent, if not the direct participation, of stakeholders is now required even at the data-gathering stage’ (Savoie 2003, 116). Gone with the old world of policy development work is the relative privacy and shelter of policy advisors in government departments. Second, today, ‘Ministers prefer a deputy minister who has intimate knowledge of the system, can work well with the centre of government, and has the ability to get proposals through the consultative decision-making process over one with sectoral expertise or who knows intimately the department, its policies, and its history’ (Savoie 2003, 254). In other terms, the old forms of knowledge and truth that officials spoke to ministers is no longer valued as highly, with other forms of wisdom or shrewdness prized in the relationship. Third, Savoie reports a decline in the willingness of officials to give, and in interest of ministers to receive, fearless and forthright policy advice. The premium today, it seems, is on avoiding errors and steering clear of blame for any possible mistakes. A hidden risk to this approach, however, is that ‘groupthink’ (Janis 1982) or excessive deference and acquiescence to leaders with a decline in critical thought and reality checks, may be more likely to occur leading to policy fiascos. Speaking truth to power suggests challenging groupthink. Sharing truths with many actors suggests that groupthink may well become part of the policy process.
   

Together, these changes are creating a public policy process that is more complex and fragmented, more open in some respects with external consultative exercises now almost de rigueur, and more competitive because of the diverse number of ideas and information, amplified by the Internet and information technologies, coming from other governments, think tanks, policy research institutes, interest groups and associations, public affairs consultants, lobbyists and pollsters (Pal 2001). In this context, Hajer (2003, 182) points out, ‘When Wildavsky coined the phrase ‘speaking truth to power,’ he knew whom to address. The power was the state and the state was therefore the addressee of policy analysis. Yet this is now less obvious. We might want to speak truth to power but whom do we speak to if political power is dispersed?’ Some leading academic analysts in Canada concur with this interpretation, suggesting that the Canadian political system now appears to have ‘multiple centres of influence rather than of power’ (Savoie 2003, 267) and that ‘government is a player and an occasional leader but more rarely the dominant actor’ (Pal 2001, 325). Under our executive style of parliamentary government, while formal power remains largely concentrated, in recent decades general socio-political influence has dispersed, state-society relations fragmented and governments embedded in overlapping networks (Cairns 1986). 

To this, we can add the point that who is doing the speaking has likewise greatly multiplied into numerous voices that may be in harmony or discord, communicating assorted truths. A noteworthy feature of contemporary Canada is the deconstruction of dominant ideas and conventional wisdoms and theories. Values and beliefs of Canadians resemble an attitudinal mosaic of diverse life priorities and choices. As it pertains to policy development, the pluralization of Canadian values and beliefs involves questioning, critically, and perhaps ultimately rejecting, taken-for-granted assumptions of such key concepts as citizenship, family, the public interest, and work. It also involves the assertion that alternative perspectives and social relationships are valid and legitimate. Today in various policy sectors, groups consider truth as scientific rationality, as contestable and controversial knowledge. In this standpoint, claims of impartiality and universality of policies and practices are fiction. In their place, is the idea of the diverse society, emphasizing the particularities of ethnicity, race, gender, culture, age, religion, sexual orientation, ability, social class, and geography (Rice and Prince 2000, 29).          

In the emerging model of policy advising, senior public servants inhabit a less anonymous and not so much career setting, offering advice, as one source among several others inside and outside government, to their ministers as well as to other federal departments and central agencies and perhaps to various external stakeholders. The advice senior officials give is generally palatable and responsive to their superiors’ wishes and commitments. Press clippings, focus group results, web-based chat rooms, issue management, and polling results are as much the stuff of speaking truth to power today as are social analysis, economic forecasting, program histories, and policy research. 

Concluding Reflections 

For public service officials, the multiple changes over the past 25 years in the public policy context and the policy development processes means that these officials are sharing the advisory craft of grappling with hard social choices with many more actors inside and outside government. 

In the new and still emerging environment in which Canadian politics and policy making take place; sharing policy advisory space also entails sharing truths and thus sharing influence. The art and craft of policy analysis has gone from speaking truth to the power of cabinet ministers, toward sharing truths with multiple actors. Power was never unidirectional or one dimensional in government or in the policy advising relationship. It was not solely a formal thing, such as a mandate, that one set of actors (ministers) possessed and other set of actors (career public servants) did not. The notion of power preferred here is that power operates within countless sites and relations among people and societal institutions. What I am suggesting, and others too of course (Hajer 2003; Pal 2001; Rice and Prince 2000; Savoie 2003) is that power is now more diffused, complex and nuanced inside and outside the state than a generation or more ago. Governments are not impotent, but certainly, they need to work with networks of governance to create new approaches and responses to the hard choices of economic, environmental and social issues found in the new context playing out in political communities.

If the world of public service based policy advice has changed and moving toward the second approach, this has implications for which research paradigms students of public policy and administration should consider using. Certainly the literature has moved some distance from the positivist legacy of rationalist analysis to post-positivist perspectives on how we understand and research policy processes and systems (Lindquist 1993; Radin 2000; Stone 2002). To the extent that policy advice increasingly involves sharing and shaping truths with many actors and groups, then social constructivist and interpretive approaches, if taken up explicitly and thoroughly in policy studies, will yield important insights on the nature and role of knowledge, values and voices, and relations of power.  

Table 1 summarizes the differences between the two approaches to policy advising in and for Canadian governments examined in this chapter. The approaches are best thought of as analytical constructs rather than definitive descriptions of practice in specific organizational contexts. As abstractions of realities and projections of trends, the models overstate the elements of each approach and underestimate the blurring and blending between the approaches. Actual practices in policy analysis and advice constitute a mixture of elements outlined here and most likely other factors. These models might be helpful in identifying the combination of features in working contexts of policy advice, promoting inquiry into differences between concrete settings and the models, and interpreting and better understanding existent activities. In any event, we should not take for granted what doing policy analysis or giving policy advice to those in government means.

So what does the altered context of governing mean for policy advising? Many policy analysts still see themselves and conduct their work as researchers striving to create as objective data as possible given the obvious limitations of time, resources, information availability and political concerns. Gathering data on public issues, client needs and program impacts remains critical work in the craft of policy analysis. In recent decades, additional qualitative research designed to develop accounts of issues and public needs, joins this data gathering. As well as confidants to politicians, the role of senior policy advisors encompasses the role of connectors to groups, associations and possibly coalitions in their respective policy fields. 

Skills and competencies in networking, building capacity and strategic alliances, and teamwork are at a premium in the new policy world of sharing truths with multiple actors. So too is the ability to participate in and lead policy planning activities in collaborative and, at times, competitive environments with intricate issues and divergent interests. A revived recognition of the importance of policy development work is detectable, I believe, in some quarters of governments in Canada and elsewhere. 

Table 1

Two Idealized Models of Policy Advising in Canadian Government
	Elements
	Speaking Truth to Power of Ministers
	Sharing Truths with Multiple Actors of Influence

	Focus of policy making


	Departmental hierarchy and vertical portfolios
	Interdepartmental and horizontal management of issues with external networks and policy communities

 

	Background of senior career officials


	Knowledgeable executives with policy sector expertise and history
	Generalist managers with expertise in decision processes and systems

	Locus of policy processes


	Relatively self-contained within government, supplemented with advisory councils and Royal commissions 
	Open to outside groups, research institutes, think tanks, consultants, pollsters and virtual centres



	Minister-deputy minister relations


	Strong partnership in preparing proposals with ministers trusting and taking policy advice largely from officials


	Shared partnership with ministers drawing ideas from officials, aides, consultants, lobbyists, think tanks, media

	Nature of policy advice


	Candid and confident advice to ministers given in a neutral and detached manner

Neutral competence


	Relatively more guarded advice given to ministers by officials in a more compliant or preordained fashion

Responsive competence

	Public profile of officials


	Generally anonymous
	More visibility to groups, parliamentarians and media

	Roles of officials in policy processes


	Confidential advisors inside government and neutral observers outside government

Offering guidance to government decision makers


	Active participants in policy discussions inside and outside government

Managing policy networks and perhaps building capacity of client groups 


Source: Adapted from Hajer 2003; Pal 2001; Savoie 2003; and Wildavsky 1979. 

In some matters, the roles policy advisors perform in the new political context is not that different. Collecting information, communicating confidential strategic counsel effectively and persuasively, managing interdepartmental relations, consulting with other orders of governments, and meeting with key program constituencies, are all familiar aspects of Canadian policy making. Activities that have taken on greater importance for policy staff include managing external consultations, responding to policy announcements of the Prime Minister (Savoie 1999), rebuilding rapport after years of cutbacks and building the capacity of groups and associations in policy communities (Pal 2001; Rice and Prince 2000), dealing with the media and seeking consensus among different actors and perspectives on policy options and priorities (Savoie 2003).      

There are some challenging constants in this new policy advisory context for practitioners and students of public policy and administration to think about. Here are a handful of ongoing issues and questions for apprentices, admirers and aficionados in policy analysis to ponder. 
1. Even with greater consultations with outside groups, Savoie (2003, 271) rightly argues, in my view, that the federal government’s consultative processes remain largely ‘Ottawa-based and elitist’ with policy making the preserve of ‘a relatively small circle’ of actors proximate to the national capital region. Savoie has in mind the regions across the country, although the concern he raises also relates to other interests such as social movements and vulnerable client groups. The issue arises: how to create a more inclusive and participatory process, especially for groups at the margins of the political system and the economy and community? If parliamentary committees, among other bodies, become more involved in policy and take to the road, then a larger regional and societal voice in consultations can be expected.  Chapters 10, 12, 14 and 20 in this volume address these matters of consultation and citizen engagement more fully.  

2. While there are more policy voices, there also seems to be more concentration of advice around the Prime Minister and the PMO. The literature and recent experience in Canadian politics suggest that governmental power at the federal level remains concentrated in and around the Office of the Prime Minister, despite a change in leaders and recent rhetoric of addressing the democratic deficit and reforming federal mechanisms of decision making (Martin 2003; Savoie 1999; Simpson 2001). A question here is: can parliament’s role vis-à-vis the policy process materially expand so as to enhance the accountability and legitimacy of government decisions.

3. At the same time, though, despite recent emphasis given to horizontal management of issues in Ottawa and provincial governments, the vertical perspective of departments persists as a strong factor in shaping policy development and cabinet decision making, with a horizontal approach to issues occurring only episodically, when triggered usually by the prime minister’s intervention (Doern and Phidd 1992; Rasmussen 1999; Pal 2001; Savoie 2003).
 Can the horizontal management of policy issues occur as general practice in government policy processes? And can we achieve horizontality without sacrificing public accountability, ministerial leadership or policy creativity? The search for balance between vertical or departmental (for which there is a time and place) and horizontal development will be ongoing. Openness may decrease the internal autonomy of departments, but, at the same time, it also provides them more advantage and increases their power in relation to the centre by building coalitions and mobilizing consent around issues.

4. What is the skill-set and knowledge base required for the demands of relatively more open, contested, and inclusive policy development practices? Beside cabinet ministers and public bureaucrats, the participation of others raises numerous challenges as well as opportunities to be sure, and calls for new and modified skills in doing policy analysis and advice giving. One challenge, not entirely new of course, is managing expectations in more open and candid processes of discussing and developing policies and programs.

5. ‘Generally speaking,’ wrote the classic scholar of modern organizations Max Weber, ‘the trained permanent official is more likely to get his way in the long run than his nominal superior, the cabinet Minister, who is not a specialist’ (Weber 1947, 338). For Weber, the superior influence of bureaucratic administration lay in the technical knowledge, reinforced over time, by experience of the permanent officials. In the altered context of sharing and shaping truths, how apt is Weber’s analysis today for Canadian public policy and administration? If the traditional influence and power of the federal bureaucracy in policy relied on a relatively autonomous base of knowledge (Porter 1965), and that knowledge is now more contested and rivaled, competing with other sources and forms of knowing and advising, what does this mean for the place of governmental officials and agencies in the power structure of Canadian politics and governance? In short, what are the repercussions for the roles and relations of the public service, non-state bureaucracies and interests, and liberal democracy in the early stages of the 21st century?       

Now 25 years ago, I concluded an essay on public policy analysis noting, ‘Disagreements over the appropriate way to conduct a policy or program analysis and review are considerable and inevitable. Organizing and conducting policy advice in government departments is bound to be a political activity’ (Prince 1979, 296). I continue to believe this and, indeed, conjecture that policy advice is even more political today than it was then, certainly more discursive, and also possibly a bit more democratic. 

Notes
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� It is ironic that the ‘golden age’ in Canadian government, when officials were said to speak truth to power, coincides with a time when we had no cabinet committees, no formally defined policy roles or units, ministers had no independent sources of advice and little or no political staff to speak of. This time also corresponded to a period when the power of mandarins (and departments) in Ottawa was said to be at their peak. At least one reviewer for this paper, former public servant and long-time observer of Ottawa politics and administration, John Chenier, suggests there is too much of a tendency for the decision making process to bask in the glory of those days. In a similar fashion, John Porter (1965: 3) warned that so-called ‘golden ages’ are held-up as models long after the historical period ‘has been transformed into something else.’ 


2 The search nowadays for ‘responsive competence’ in policy advice rather than ‘neutral competence’ (Rourke 1992; Ponder 2000) opens the door to groupthink. Groupthink can happen when policy advisors face pressures of conformity and loyalty to current political leaders and their ideas, under circumstances of tight time constraints, partisanship and high personal stress. In these conditions, the research and analysis phase may be hurried and shortened, doubts and other viewpoints suppressed, and perhaps most crucially, a critical analysis is not done or published on the costs and benefits of the leader’s desired policy option. The fact that governments in Ottawa seem increasingly to seek out broad policy experience rather than sectoral expertise to lead both departments and policy units further opens the door to groupthink. 


3 Of course, a focus by Canadian governments on horizontal policy issues, and how best to address these issues, is not new, as evident by the innovations in the 1970s with ministries of state and priority exercises and, in the 1980s and early 1990s, with super departments such as Human Resources Development Canada and the Department of Foreign Affairs, Industry and Trade. 


4 I wish to thank John Chenier for this point and other on horizontal versus vertical policy development.














