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Introduction: Policy Consultants and their 
Role in the Policy Advisory System

The concept of a policy advisory system was introduced in the mid-1990s in or-
der to better depict the specific configuration and influence of actors involved 
in the provision and consumption of policy advice (Halligan, 1995). In practice 
this model focused on the analysis of institutional factors such as the proximity 
of advisors to centres of decision-making power and the impact this had on the 
distribution of influence. Although more recent studies have disputed the ef-
fects of purely locational factors in determining policy influence they have not 
rejected but rather modified the framework by also pointing out the signifi-
cance and importance of the content of advice provided (Craft & Howlett, 2012).

Two significant trends in the evolution of contemporary advisory systems 
related to location and content, respectively, noted recently are significant and 
germane to this study. These are (1) “externalization”, in which various advi-
sory activities previously undertaken largely by internal government actors 
are shifted outside government bureaucracies and (2) “politicization”, in which 
‘technical’ analysis is replaced by non-technical advice (Craft & Howlett 2013, 
forthcoming).

Halligan noted as early as the mid-1990s that there were increasing pres-
sures for more participation from both citizens and organizations outside of 
government and from international organizations and global flows (Halligan, 
1995, p.  153) leading to conflict between the executives and the bureaucracies 
that had traditionally dominated advisory systems with these outside actors 
(Halligan, 1996, p. 150–151). Radin and others also noted that the relatively clear 
division between outside ‘political’ and internal ‘technical’ advice found in tra-
ditional advisory systems appeared to be changing at the same time, with the 
latter type of advice now coming from actors positioned within both the gov-
ernmental structure and outside it, while in the former case internal actors 
were becoming more politicized (Craft & Howlett, 2012; Eichbaum & Shaw, 
2008; Radin, 2000).
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advice is chosen to inform a certain policy (Colebatch et al., 2011). In this con-
text, research on the impact of consultants is critical, given the greater role this 
group of advisors has had in policy-making in recent years (Perl & White, 2002; 
Speers, 2007).

Research on policy consultants has its historical antecedents in early ar-
ticles on policy and management contracting written in the 1960s and 1970s 
(Deutsch, 1973; Meredith & Martin, 1970). It is also informed by works pro-
duced at the end of the 1990s which dealt mainly with the impact of the ideas 
held by consultants on topics such as the proper role of government in soci-
ety and the efficacy of criteria such as performance measures in order to judge 
government actions (most prominently, for example, the work of Saint-Mar-
tin – see Saint-Martin, 1998a; 1998b; 2005a; 2005b; 2006. See also Bakvis, 1997).

Like much of the work on internal policy analysts in government, how-
ever, the actual work of external policy consultants is often surmised but not 
well known (Colebatch, 2005; 2006a; 2006b). In other words, it is still not clear 
from existing studies who policy consultants are, what they do on a day-to-day 
basis, what has been their training and background and how they view govern-
ments and their own efforts and influence in policy-making. These all subjects 
about which we now know a great deal about in the case of their permanent 
counterparts in government (Howlett & Newman, 2010; Stedman & Howlett, 
2011; Wellstead & Howlett, 2010), however, and this now allows the possibility 
of a comparison of the work performed by these two key sets of policy advi-
sors.

This article conducts such a comparative study by analyzing the results of 
a 2012 survey undertaken by the authors of consultants who had worked for 
the government of Canada on policy-related issues over the previous half dec-
ade. It sheds light on the nature of consultants and consultancy work in con-
temporary government and reveals some important findings about differences, 
and similarities, between the two groups. Not the least of these is that consult-
ants tend to be better qualified than the analysts who employ them and, sec-
ondly, that their work is comprised largely of assisting those analysts in the 
conduct of their own work but not on a substantive level – that is in generating 
or providing the substance of policy – but rather in furthering its process. This 
latter finding in particular is of significance to those wishing to understand the 
operation of policy advisory systems more generally since it sheds new light 
on the procedural orientation uncovered in earlier work on internal policy 
analysts (Page & Jenkins, 2005) while also raising additional questions about 
where substantive advice originates in such systems if not with either category 
of professional analysts.

Until now, the role played by policy consultants in these processes has 
been unclear (Speers, 2007). These consultants, professional analysts who are 
employed in the private sector but who provide advice and assistance to gov-
ernment on a contract basis, have been the focus of some attention by gov-
ernments involved in contracting (Boston, 1994). However, the key concern of 
most existing governmental studies has been cost rather than influene (ANAO, 
2001; House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts (UK), 2007; 2009; Au-
ditor General of Canada, 2012a; 2012b).

Questions about the nature of consultants’ work, its comparison with tasks 
performed by permanent government employees, and its impact and influence 
on policy outcomes have generally not been examined very closely (NAO, 2001; 
NAO, n.d.). This is partially the case due to limitations on information pertain-
ing to contracts in official government sources which have made data collec-
tion and analysis of consulting activities from official sources difficult.

This article approaches these questions through the analysis of survey re-
sponses gathered from contractors who work in the area of policy consulting. 
In particular, in order to investigate externalization and politicization dynam-
ics, it examines what types of activity consultants undertake in the policy ad-
visory systems compared to those performed by government employees. Is 
consultants’ work more oriented towards process activity like networking or 
communication, leaving the heavy lifting of ‘substantive’ advice to internal ex-
perts as was often thought to be the case in the past, or does it lean towards 
substantial tasks like identifying policy issues and proposing policy options 
to resolve them as proponents of the increased politicization and external-
ization of policy work hypothesis would have it? Both alternatives have been 
mooted in the literature but until now it has been difficult to ascertain the an-
swer given the paucity of comparative data on the activities of each group. New 
data on the situation in Canada from both official government sources and sur-
vey research carried out by the authors now allows answers to these questions 
to be formulated.

Previous Research into Policy 
Consultants and Policy Work

The questions explored in existing studies of policy work and policy advice 
in general have been related to understanding how policy advice is solicited, 
developed, transferred, and used in a specific advisory system. For exam-
ple, studies have examined what the demand and supply of analysis is in spe-
cific countries, sectors and Departments; and how a specific subset of policy 
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showing that expenditures on policy-related consulting have levelled off in re-
cent years, that a few Departments dominate expenditures in this area, and 
that a few large contracts let by them skew averages and other measures re-
ported by earlier researchers (Howlett & Migone, 2013a).

The federal administration includes policy consulting within its internal 
expenditure category “0491 (Management Consulting)”. This comprises “con-
sulting services for financial management, transportation, economic devel-
opment, environmental planning, public consultation and other consulting 
services not specifically mentioned in other objects”. It should be noted that 
the category is homogeneous only starting from the 2006/2007 fiscal year re-
porting, while previous data is defined in a different manner and cannot be re-
verse engineered to fit the current definition.

The new data from the Public Accounts1 shows the overall amounts spent 
in the 0491 category as they were allocated through individual budgets. This 
provides a complete picture of the expenditures in this area in the federal gov-
ernment (see Table 1).

From Table  1 a difference is evident in the sums listed for Management 
Consulting over the period in terms of actual vs. budgeted expenditures. In ei-
ther case, the numbers have not grown steadily as many have assumed, but 
rather have levelled off and even declined since 2009 both in absolute terms 
and relative to overall federal spending. Table  2 below measures the total 
spending on management consulting as a proportion of the total spending of 
the Federal government. The evidence points towards a steady drop of spend-
ing in this category, which lost 2.66% since the 2006/2007 fiscal year.

1	 The financial data for this study was collected from two sources: one set of data is taken from 
the new Proactive Disclosure websites created by individual Departments under the terms of the 
Federal Accountability Act of 2006. The second set of data comes from the Public Accounts of 
Canada. These two datasets use different mechanisms to report their data, making it difficult to 
reconcile the figures each provides. Thus for example, the financial commitments in the former 
dataset are averaged over the life of a specific contract. This means that if a contract is awarded 
for three years at a total sum of C$30,000, the dataset shows an average of C$10,000 per year. 
While this is arbitrary in the sense that we cannot be sure this was the actual spending pattern, 
it still gives us an idea of the general trend of spending in the field. The Public Accounts provide 
data on all spending in the category but only report individual contracting firms for amounts 
over C$100,000. The Proactive Disclosure dataset, on the other hand, under-represents the 
amounts spent, as the reporting of contracts below the value of C$10,000 is not required. Nev-
ertheless both datasets are a marked improvement from earlier years when contract disclosure 
thresholds were set at C$100,000 and no individual Department records for contracts were eas-
ily accessible for study.

The Size and Extent of Policy 
Consulting in the Canadian Case

Early studies of policy consultants were forced to make use of anecdotal or in-
terview analysis as the authors were faced with unspecified and summary con-
tract data which made it very difficult, if not impossible, to capture the overall 
dynamics of policy consulting (Howard, 1996; Perl & White, 2002). Both the 
spending on and penetration by policy consulting in the government, for exam-
ple, were difficult to assess through official data on the subject.

In Canada the evidence until recently was quite poor at the federal level 
and non-existent at the provincial level. Despite the general paucity of studies 
and the lack of precise data on the subject until recently, however some gen-
eral data was collected in the 1990s allowing Perl and White (2002), for exam-
ple, to conclude that evidence for “a growing role played by policy consultants 
at the national government level is compelling in Canada” (Perl & White, 2002, 
p. 52). This judgment was based on, among other things, the observation that 
annual government-wide expenditure on “other professional services” for the 
Federal government showed “a continuous increase from C$239 million in 
1981–82 to C$1.55 billion in 2000–01.” This represented a 647% increase in Ot-
tawa’s budgetary allocations in this general area of expenditure (Perl & White, 
2002, p. 53). However, as these authors were the first to admit, the categories 
used in government reports at the time lumped together many different kinds 
of ‘professional and technical services’ and did not allow them to make any 
precise conclusions about policy consultants specifically.

This situation, at least at the federal level, has changed dramatically in re-
cent years as new data on government contracting has become available. Can-
ada now provides an excellent subject for case study analysis of both internal 
and external policy analysts and their activities. More importantly for the pre-
sent study, Canada is one of the very few countries where data on both sets of 
actors can be compared and contrasted (Howlett, 2009b; Howlett & Newman, 
2010; Prince, 2007; Speers, 2007).

The introduction of new reporting rules at the federal level in Canada in 
recent years now allows researchers to be much more precise about the exact 
nature of policy consulting at this level of government and about its temporal 
dynamics (Howlett & Migone, 2013a). While the data that is now available is 
still difficult to disaggregate and still lumps together into one category many 
professional services with little direct bearing on policy-making such as in-
formation technology, geology or accounting, lower reporting thresholds and 
mandatory reporting by Departments now allow researchers to analyze con-
sultancies much better than in the past. Data is now available, for example, 
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Figure 1  DFAIT expenses for 0491 and other categories (Million of C$)
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Table 2  Management Consulting Expenses as a Percentage of Total Spending

Fiscal Year 2006/2007 2007/2008 2008/2009 2009/2010 2010/2011 2011/2012

Percentage 7.43% 7.16% 6.48% 6.02% 5.09% 4.77%

Source: Public Accounts of Canada, various years

These data confirm the general finding from research undertaken by Mac-
donald (2011) on the importance of this category of activities in Canadian 
federal spending and its rather steady state. Howlett and Migone (2013a), how-
ever, found a general tendency of smaller contracts to drop in number in more 
recent years, while larger, longer term contracts have become more common, 
meaning that expenditures on larger contracts have increased, not declined. 
Further, disaggregating the data from the Public Accounts shows that although 
most administrative units experienced a decline in the expenditures for these 
spending categories, there are a few notable exceptions to this situation. For 
example the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada 
(DFAIT) expanded its management consulting envelope three times over the 
period between 2006/2007 and 2011/2012 (see Figure 1).

And a similar growth pattern also exists for the Department of Indian Af-
fairs, where the amount for 2011/2012 represents an increase of 28.53% of the 
initial amount for the 2006/2007 fiscal year (see Figure 2).

Table 1  Policy and Management Consulting Total Expenditures in the Federal 
Government of Canada

Fiscal Year Contract Amounts – 
Distributed 

Contract Amounts – 
As voted in budgets

Total Federal Budget

2006–2007 C$261,054,176.68 C$555,516,709.43 C$7,477,063,512.70

2007–2008 C$347,094,921.94 C$567,162,118.00 C$7,923,709,891.00

2008–2009 C$414,364,314.65 C$585,692,394.10 C$9,041,170,640.81

2009–2010 C$448,848,332.83 C$596,171,116.00 C$9,899,165,162.00

2010–2011 C$428,023,992.24 C$525,578,869.00 C$10,333,780,062.00

2011–2012 C$359,413,275.71 C$503,514,930.00 C$10,552,148,323.00

Change over the 
period

37.68% −9.36% 41.13%

Source: Proactive Disclosure (various websites); Public Accounts of Canada, various years.

Figure 2  DIAND expenses for 0491 and other categories (Million of C$)
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Survey Results: Background of Consultants

Demographics

Within the sample 70% of the respondents were men, and most of them oper-
ated in Ontario (68%) where the federal capital, Ottawa, is located, with Brit-
ish Columbia (9.1%), Quebec (6.5%) and Alberta (6.1%) the next largest. This 
differs from policy analysts in Canadian government, the majority of whom are 
women. In terms of age the majority of the respondents were older than 40 
and almost two-thirds were over fifty. Again this differs sharply from the age 
profile of policy analysts in government, the majority of whom are under 40 
(Howlett & Newman, 2010; Howlett & Wellstead, 2011) (see Figure 3).

Figure 3  Age of Respondents

30 or younger
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11.7%
2.9%

Work Experience

The survey showed that a large majority of the individuals who responded had 
substantial previous policy consulting experience, with 30% having greater 
than 20 years experience. This represents another sharp difference from policy 
analysts in government, most of whom have been involved in policy work for 
less than five years (Howlett & Migone, 2013b; Howlett & Newman, 2010; Howl-
ett & Wellstead, 2011) (see Figure 4).

Although the respondents were selected from a list of federal government 
contractors, there is some indication in the data presented in Figure 5 that con-
sultants move back and forth between governments at different levels and 
non-governmental locations. Among the respondents, work is relatively evenly 
distributed between Federal and Provincial (or Territorial) governments. Less 
common is the interaction of consultants with local and international entities. 

In sum, therefore, these figures show that externalization of policy advice 
is a significant and ongoing feature of Canadian policy-making activity. The 
Management Consulting expenditure category accounts for a large, if slightly 
declining, percentage of overall government spending, although with some var-
iations by unit and a general tendency towards larger and more permanent 
contracts. While revealing of some of the overall trends and dynamics in this 
area of government activity, however, these figures in themselves do not tell us 
very much about the nature of the policy work which these consultants under-
take, the reasons for it (Colebatch et al., 2011), or its impact on policy-making 
and policy outcomes (Boston, 1994). In order to address these issues, both cen-
tral to the evaluation of the externalization and politicization hypotheses, two 
separate surveys were undertaken by the authors to investigate the supply and 
demand aspects of Canadian federal-level consultant and contracting manage-
ment behaviour. One, which is the focus here, targeted the supply side of this 
process and was directed towards consultants themselves. The second focused 
on the government managers who administer consulting contracts and is the 
subject of another study (see Howlett & Migone, 2013b). The next section pre-
sents some of the results from the supply survey.

Data and Methods

In order to help understand how consultants’ policy advice is solicited, de-
veloped, transferred, and used in the context of the Canadian policy advisory 
system, the survey was administered to a sampling of companies that had 
performed policy work for various levels of government in Canada between 
2004–2012 as revealed in individual Proactive Disclosure contract accounts. 
The survey contained 44 questions on such subjects as consultants’ education 
and expertise, the size of their usual working groups, the types of tasks they 
performed, and their role in the policy advice process. The survey was admin-
istered on-line in December 2012 to 2,432 consultants identified through a sam-
pling of over 35,000 contracts contained in the Proactive Disclosure database 
after non-policy related contracts were removed. The survey received 332 com-
plete responses and 87 partial ones for a response rate of 17.23%.

The survey questionnaire was designed to replicate as far as possible the 
questions asked of federal, provincial and territorial permanent policy ana-
lysts in previous surveys undertaken of internal policy advisory system actors 
by the authors (Howlett & Newman 2010; Howlett & Wellstead 2011). This was 
done in order to allow meaningful comparisons to be made between these two 
types of actors in the Canadian federal policy advisory system.
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Work experience is broadly distributed among various institutional settings, 
with the Federal government first, followed by the non-profit and the private 
sectors (see Figure 5).

Regarding the government level that was more likely to employ the policy 
consultants, Table 3 below shows that most work was at higher levels of gov-
ernment and involved frequent interactions between the federal and provincial 
levels.

Table 3  Interactions with Various Levels of Government
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10.7%
(42)

12.7%
(50)

21.9%
(86)
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(73)

21.5%
(85)

14.5%
(57)

Provincial or territorial 
governments in Canada

20.6%
(78)

21.1%
(80)

18.2%
(69)

23.7%
(90)

11.1%
(42)

5.3%
(20)

Local governments in 
Canada

43.9%
(156)

13.0%
(46)

20.0%
(71)

9.9%
(35)

9.3%
(33)

3.9%
(14)

International governments 54.3%
(196)

19.9%
(72)

11.4%
(41)

8.9%
(32)

4.4%
(16)

1.1%
(4)

Training

Most consultants had a graduate or professional degree (74.6%) or a university 
degree (23.4%). This level of professional and graduate training is much higher 
than the average for professional policy analysts in government. However, like 
their internal government counterparts, consultants are also generalists. They 
are trained in a very broad spectrum of many non-technical disciplines ranging 
from environmental studies to social welfare, economics, urban planning and 
health (Howlett & Newman, 2010; Howlett & Wellstead, 2011).

Only 26 respondents (7.7%) indicated their field of education was “public 
policy” and, like policy analysts in government, the policy-related training for 
most of these consultants during their employment came from policy confer-
ences (83.7%) or policy workshops (84.6%). About 45% completed courses in 
public administration, political science or economics, while a smaller percent-
age (14.4%) completed courses at the Canada School of Public Service. While 
a much larger number of consultants undertook policy-related courses at the 
post-secondary level than did government analysts, almost 40% never did (see 

Figure 4  Policy Consulting Experience
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Figure 5  Policy-Related Work Experience
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Trends and Dynamics

The survey also elicited a forecast from respondents of future consulting needs 
and their analysis of the quality of current patterns of activity. Regarding the 
consultants’ perceptions of the future demand for their work, 36.5% (126) of 
respondents believed that during the previous five years there had been an in-
crease in their work. A slightly higher number, 37.7% (130) saw no variation, 
while 25.8% (89) saw a decrease. However, over the same timeframe, they saw 
the resources available for their work decrease (the weighted average for this 
answer was 2.72 on a 1 to 5 scale) (see Table 7).

Figure 6  Percentage of Consulting Work

0%
1–10%
11–30%
31–50%
More than 50%

32%

14.1% 24.2%

26.4%

3.3%

What percentage of your consulting work is 
occupied by policy consulting for government?

Table 6  Weighted Averages of Task Frequency (0 to 5 Scale)

Task Weighted Average

Tasks Demanding Immediate Action 1.89

Short Term Tasks (Less than one month) 2.30

Medium Term Tasks (Between 1 and 6 months) 2.71

Long Term Tasks (Between 6 and 12 months) 2.38

Tasks Ongoing for more than 1 Year 1.94

The scale’s range is Never (0), Yearly (1) Quarterly (2) Monthly (3) Weekly (4) and Daily (5).

Table 4 below). This general trend towards non-technical generalist training is 
confirmed by the fact that among those who took policy-related courses only 
36.6% completed any course on policy analysis or policy evaluation. Only 13.1% 
(45) completed any internal governmental training on policy analysis or policy 
evaluation.

Table 4  Policy-Related Courses Undertaken in Post-Secondary Institutions

Number of courses None One Two Three or More

38.6%
(130)

8.3%
(28)

10.4%
(35)

42.7%
(144)

Job Conditions

Only 39.3% of consultants were part of a formal policy consultancy work 
unit. In terms of work environment, most of consultants work either alone 
or in very small groups (see Table 5). Almost 95% typically operate in groups 
smaller than 10 people. This again is different from the general pattern in gov-
ernment of small unit (“policy shop”) work.

Table 5  Size of Typical Working Groups

Size of Group 1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 20 21 to 50 More than 50

84.0%
(299)

10.4%
(37)

3.9%
(14)

1.1%
(4)

0.6%
(2)

It was also the case that many of these consultants spent a substantial 
amount of their working time dealing with policy consulting for governments. 
However, only one-third of respondents (32%) spent at least half of their work 
time on this area, meaning for most government work is an adjunct to work for 
non-governmental clients (see Figure 6).

As for the type of issues they deal with, in general, consultants did not per-
form too frequently either ongoing or ‘firefighting’ tasks as shown by Table 6 
below. Again, this is quite different from the pattern with internal analysts who 
reported much higher levels of this kind of work.
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The Search for Substance: Content vs. 
Process in Canadian Policy Work

Beyond these differences in age, training and other aspects of the external pol-
icy consultants’ demographic and educational background and work histories, 
the survey also explored the important question posed at the outset of the pa-
per about politicization and policy content and probed whether they fell more 
into the camp of providing ‘process’ or ‘content’ advice. An interesting ‘division 
of labour’ was found to exist between these two groups of analysts which pre-
vious work had not described or anticipated.

One multiple-response question inquired about consultants’ policy roles. 
The top three answers were advisor (61.6%), analyst (57.5%), and researcher 
(50.0%) (see Figure 7).

Figure 7  Policy Roles of Consultants
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What describes your policy role(s) in your consultancies

A related question about the policy-related tasks performed by consult-
ants confirmed that conducting research (83.1%) and providing advice (77.0%) 
or options on issues (60.9%) were the most common activities of consultants. 

Table 7  Change in the Amount of Resources Available

Greatly 
Decreased

No Change Greatly 
Increased

15.5%
(52)

21.5%
(72)

43.3%
(145)

14.0%
(47)

5.7%
(19)

The perception is also present that while there is some demand for higher 
quality policy research this is not necessarily an overwhelming request (see 
Table 8).

Table 8  Demand for High Quality Policy Research

No Demand Some Demand High Demand Very High Demand

11.3%
(35)

56.5%
(175)

24.5%
(76)

7.7%
(24)

The survey also asked consultants to measure the change in this type of 
demand over the previous five years. The answers showed a mild decrease 
(with a weighted average of 2.91 on a scale of 1 to 5), which reflects and is con-
gruent with the statistical data presented earlier (see Table 9).

Table 9  Change in the Demand for High Quality Policy Research

Greatly 
Decreased

No Change Greatly 
Increased

12.1%
(37)

19.9%
(61)

39.1%
(120)

22.8%
(70)

6.2%
(19)

The consultants also provided a not terribly optimistic evaluation of over-
all levels of policy capacity in government. They saw a drop in governmen-
tal policy capacity in historical perspective (68.7% either agreed or strongly 
agreed with this statement), and 58.4% either agreed or strongly agreed with 
the idea that much policy capacity was situated outside of the formal govern-
ment structure. These positions were compounded by the perception that 
those occupying posts with authority in making policy decisions usually had 
less technical expertise (66.5% either agreed of strongly agreed with this state-
ment).
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Taken together these measures indicate that, in general, the role of external 
consultants involves more process-based policy-making activities than content-
based ones. This suggests that ‘politicization’ has indeed occurred through the 
use of external consultants but not the kind of politicization often described 
and expected of them. That is, external consultants are not providing partisan 
advice instead of technical opinions, as often alleged, but rather political ad-
vice, writ large, pertaining to such issues as gauging the overall acceptability of 
government initiatives among the public through focus group activity.

Figure 9  Tools Employed By Consultants

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Brainstorming
Consultation Exercises

Focus Groups
Cost benefit analysis

Expert judgments and elicitation
Risk analysis

Scenario analysis
Cost-effectiveness analysis

Problem-mapping
Check lists

Financial impact analysis
Decision/probability trees

Development of sophisticated modelling tools
Environmental impact assessment

Robustness or sensitivity analysis
Other, please specify

Process influence or social network diagrams
Monte Carlo techniques

Preference scaling
Free-form gaming or other policy exercises

Markov chain modelling

69.5%
66.8%

57.2%
54.7%

53.4%
51.1%

47.1%
41.3%

33.5%
33%

31.5%
29.5%

26.2%
22.2%

17.9%
16.4%

14.1%
10.3%

6.3%
3.8%

1.8%

80%

Which, if any, of the following policy-related analytical techniques do you employ in your work?

It should further be noted that an important percentage of respondents also 
engaged in preparing briefing notes or position papers, tracked issues, and 
planned (see Figure 8).

Figure 8  Policy-Related Tasks

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Legal analysis

Preparing Budget/Treasury
Board submissions

Ministerial briefing

Networking

Department or agency planning

Environmental scans/Issue tracking

Preparing briefing notes or position papers

Providing options on issues

Providing advice

Undertaking research and analysis

6.9%

15.3%

19.7%

27.6%

38.9%

43.2%

44%

60.9%

77%

83.1%

90%

Which, if any, of the following policy-related tasks do you undertake in your consultancies?

At the same time, external consultants were also found to be employed in 
a wide variety of functional areas including the Environment, Economic Devel-
opment, Health, Agriculture and Education. This confirms the systemic trend 
across government of meeting diverse policy-related needs through the provi-
sion of additional external expertise and input proposed by the externalization 
hypothesis.

Exactly what kind of work this involves is made clear in Figure 9, which ex-
amines the kind of techniques external consultants apply in their work.

As this figure shows, in terms of analytical tools, focus groups and consul-
tation exercises were employed relatively often. And, as Table  10 shows, con-
sultants also rarely engaged in implementation or internal administrative 
work.
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Conclusions

The data and survey results provided here confirm that the policy advisory 
system in Canada has experienced externalization through the use of external 
consultants and that the nature of the work being done externally contains a 
strong political element. New budget data confirms the increase in the use of 
external sources of advice over the past decade that was suggested in previous 
research (Howlett, 2009a; Howlett & Migone, 2013a; Prince, 2007; Saint-Martin, 
2005a; 2005b; 2006; Speers, 2007), although the data also show that the trend 
towards rapid growth mooted in earlier studies has stopped, if not been re-
versed in many Departments.

As for politicization, the survey shows that the types of activity most com-
monly undertaken by consultants involved tasks such as preparing briefs, ex-
ploring options and generally what can be seen as ‘process’-driven activities. 
This generates a picture of an internal professional public service that is in-
creasingly engaged in ‘outsourcing’ policy research and analysis, but one that 
continues to hold on internally to some activities such as negotiation and im-
plementation.

Ultimately, this data suggests that the contemporary Canadian advisory 
system has introduced a division of labour among internal and external ana-
lysts in which consultants, like their permanent counterparts in government, 
undertake a very large number of tasks in support of policies whose substance 
is developed elsewhere. They specialize, for example, in focus groups, consul-
tations and various evaluative tasks such as cost-benefit analysis. While this is 
a significant and original finding which reveals a great deal about the interac-
tions and ‘fit’ between these two key analytical actors in the Canadian policy 
advisory system and potentially others in other jurisdictions, it also continues 
to beg the question of substance. If both sets of analysts are engaged largely in 
process work, then who is determining the substance of policy?
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