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Canada’s Public Service and  
the New Global Normal of Change
Kevin Lynch

In a world in which constant 
change is the new normal, 
Canada must decide wheth-
er to be an early adapter 
and disruptive innovator or 
be left behind. Among the 
trends reshaping our world, 
we need to manage global-
ization, technology, energy, 
demographics and govern-
ing, all of which demand 
ingenious policy- making. 

O ne key factor shaping policy  
 making in the 21st centu- 
 ry is the reality that change 
is now an unrelenting constant. Con-
sider Tom Goodwin’s prescient ob-
servation (Techcrunch.com, March 
2015): “Uber, the world’s largest taxi 
company, owns no vehicles. Face-
book, the world’s most popular me-
dia owner, creates no content. Aliba-
ba, the most valuable retailer, has no 
inventory. And Airbnb, the world’s 
largest accommodation provider, 
owns no real estate. Something in-
teresting is happening.” Indeed it is. 
Disruptive innovations and global-
ization are at its core and no sector, 
including government and public 

services, is immune to its impact.

Global trends (Chart 1) are literally 
reshaping our world, creating a new 
global normal, and rendering status 
quo planning a questionable long-
term strategy for all firms, in all sec-
tors. But, they are also challenging 
the status quo in governance, in edu-
cation, and in public services. Con-
sider these systemic trends:

1  Globalization 3.0 A hyper-con-
nected, two-speed world—with 
slower growth in developed econ-
omies and rapid growth in devel-
oping countries—but with rising 
nationalism and parochialism. 

GLOBAL 
ECONOMY  
2015: Uneven, 
volatile and 
beset with risks

GLOBAL 
GOVERNANCE 
1.0: Growing  
“governance 
gaps”

DEMOGRAPHICS 
1.5: Aging affecting 
simply everything

ENERGY 2.0:  
A revolution in 
demand, supply + 
geopolitics

DISRUPTIVE 
TECHNOLOGY 
2.5: Changing 
everything

GLOBALIZATION 
3.0: The hyper-
connected world

CHART 1: Global trends are fundamentally reshaping our world, including governance and public services.  
Change is the new constant, adaptation is the new necessity, short-termism is the new risk.
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CHART 2: Technology is at an inflexion point, again, and disruptive innovations will result—early adapters will  
reap disproportionate gains.

THE PACE OF DISRUPTION
(time to reach 50 million users) 

THE “BIG 
QUESTION”

Do we have the 
technology skills, 
management 
capacity and 
entrepreneurial 
culture to be 
disruptors and early 
adapters, or simply 
be the disrupted, 
and late followers?

THE “DISRUPTORS”

Source: McKinsey Source: Citi GPS: Global Perspectives & Solutions

Global governance gaps are grow-
ing, not diminishing, in our G20 
world. As a mid-sized, very open 
economy, our self-interest should 
be more engaged in strengthening 
global rules-of-the-game. Equally, 
Canada’s need for trade diversifi-
cation is self-evident but effective 
government and business action 
to that end is not.

2  Technology 2.5 A knowledge in-
tensive world appears headed for a 
new technology inflection point, 
with “disruptive innovations” to 
follow in many sectors. Early and 
effective adapters will be dispro-
portionate winners. But does Can-
ada have the technology capacity, 
management skills and entrepre-
neurship culture to be a disruptor 
and early adapter, or simply be 
among the disrupted and a late fol-
lower? And, who is worrying about 
which outcome it will be?

3  Energy 2.0 A revolution in en-
ergy supply (technology) and en-
ergy demand (2-speed world) is 
reshaping economies, comparative 

advantage and geopolitics. How 
do we establish the social licence 
to increase our energy security of 
demand through diversification 
to Asia and beyond? Where does 
the environment fit in the energy 
revolution, and where is Canada’s 
national strategy for both energy 
and the environment?

4  Demographics 1.5 An aging pop-
ulation in the West, and now Chi-
na, is reducing long-term potential 
growth and putting a premium on 
talent. But it is also, somewhat par-
adoxically, shifting political priori-
ties to health and other age-related 
spending at the expense of educa-
tion. The only “growth antidotes” 
to aging are immigration, educa-
tion and labour force flexibility, 
and yet what are we doing to miti-
gate the pervasive economic (and 
societal) impacts of aging?

5  Governing 1.0 The process of gov-
erning and governance in the new 
global normal faces the contradic-
tion of hyper-connected world 
markets for goods, capital, tal-

ent, culture, communications and 
ideas, which know no borders, and 
today’s sovereignty, which begins 
and ends with national borders. In 
attempting to govern past the bor-
der to establish and enforce global 
‘rules-of-the-game,’ are the inter-
national institutions established 
after the Second World War, from 
the UN to the World Bank, up to 
the task? How have these forces 
of change affected how we gov-
ern within our borders? How well 
are our institutions of governance 
adapting?

T he bottom line of the “new  
 global normal” is that change  
 is the new constant, adapta-
tion the new necessity, and short-
termism the new risk. Let’s examine 
these trends and their implications 
for governance further.

First, a globalization reality check for 
Canada. Despite our national myths, 
Canada is neither a trading nation 
nor a nation of traders. The reality 
in a two-speed world is that 90 per 

?
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CHART 3: The Canadian “energy security conundrum”—our biggest (and only) energy market becomes our 
newest competitor while all energy demand growth is in markets we do not serve. The result: growing Canadian 
insecurity of energy.

CANADA’S ENERGY SECURITY  
CONUNDRUM

100% reliance on US market for gas, oil 
and electricity exports, with

US Hydrocarbon Supply   

US Hydrocarbon Demand 

+
Canadian unconventional  
supply capacity:  
(oil sands + shale gas) rising

+ 

Geopolitical energy risks rising  
and energy price volatility increasing 

=
Canadian security of  
energy demand falling 

CANADIAN ENERGY EXPORTS 
(2010): SINGLE BUYER FOR OIL, GAS, 

ELECTRICITY

COMMODITY

% OF TOTAL 
EXPORTS TO US 
BY VALUE

Natural Gas 100.0%

Electricity 100.0%

Petroleum* 98.1%

Uranium 25.5%

Coal 5.2%

Source: Stats Canada,  
Natural Resources Canada

*Trade data include crude oil, refined 
petroleum products and liquefied 
petroleum gases (LPGs). 

cent of our trade is still with the slow 
growth (OECD) economies, the high-
est share by far in the G7; nearly 50 
per cent of our Canada-US trade is 
intra-firm not through markets; only 
10 per cent of our SMEs trade glob-
ally; and, excluding energy, our share 
of US imports has declined substan-
tially since 2000 (from 18.5 per cent 
in 2000 to 12.5 per cent in 2012). We 
need to remember that China, even 
growing at 6.5 per cent, now adds 
more to global demand than the 
United States expanding at three per 
cent, and yet China accounts for less 
than 5 per cent of our exports. All in 
all, not a pretty picture of a medium-
sized, open economy that relies on 
global trade and investment to grow 
and prosper.

But what are we doing to correct this? 
We lack a free trade agreement with 
China (unlike Australia and New 
Zealand). We lack access for our oil 
and gas exports to any market other 
than the US, which is becoming net 
energy self-sufficient and our energy 
competitor. We lack a culture of ex-

porting in our SMEs, which limits 
their (and Canada’s) growth poten-
tial. We lack a productivity and inno-
vation culture in our private sector, 
which limits our competitiveness as a 
country, and we have created uncer-
tainty about our foreign investment 
rules at a time when we need foreign 
capital and the expertise, networks 
and access it brings. Not exactly a 
strategy geared for trade and invest-
ment success. 

On the technology front, the pace 
and scale of change is picking up, not 
slowing down, and we ignore at our 
peril the old adage that objects in the 
rear view mirror are closer than they 
appear (Chart 2). In The Second Ma-
chine Age, authors Erik Brynjolfsson 
and Andrew McAfee argue that tech-
nology is at another inflection point, 
driven by big data, big computing 
power, big analytics and adaptive ma-
chine learning. Whether it is the Inter-
net of things, autonomous vehicles, 
mobile Internet, cloud technology, 
advanced robotics, 3D printing, next 
generation genomics or advanced 

energy generation, this “second ma-
chine age” will transform the nature 
of work, alter who does the work and 
accelerate the pace of everything we 
do (to reach 50 million users, TV took 
13 years, the Internet trimmed it to 
four years, Facebook was just over 
three years, and Angry Birds took 
only 35 days). But Canada today lacks 
the focus on break-through research, 
entrepreneurial culture and constant 
innovation that attracts talent and 
capital and networks. 

D espite government rhetoric  
 characterizing Canada as an  
 “energy superpower,” the re-
ality is an energy rich country with 
a growing energy security problem. 
Our energy insecurity (Chart 3) is de-
mand—not supply—generated. We 
have a single market for our oil and 
gas exports—the United States—and 
it is becoming our competitor rath-
er than an unlimited buyer of our 
growing energy capacity as we have 
long assumed. 
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The solution is pretty straightfor-
ward—diversification to the rapidly 
growing energy consumers in Asia, 
particularly China, is key. But we 
lack the national energy strategy, 
broad-based leadership and social li-
cence to achieve this and turn Can-
ada’s enviable energy potential into 
a reality. We need to shift from pa-
rochial debates on “projects and pri-
vate interest” to a national dialogue 
on “the public interest” in our en-
ergy future, and what it will take to 
achieve this. Leadership is essential 
in managing change on this scale as 
the free trade debate nearly 30 years 
ago so clearly demonstrated. 

Aging demographics affects every-
thing. By 2030, there will be no net 
population growth from Canadian 
residents, only by net immigration. By 
2020, people old enough to leave the 
labour market will outnumber those 
old enough to join it. And the impacts 
of aging are pervasive and profound:

•	 	Canada’s	long-term	GDP	growth	
rate will shrink, and its public 
finances will be strained by this 
slower growth and age-related 
expenditures  

•	 	Labour	policies	will	confront	too	
few people for new types of jobs, 
rather than not enough jobs for 
available workers

•	 	Demand	for	education	seats	will	
decline, demand for hospital beds 
will increase, and demand for 
housing will shift

•	 	Policy	priorities	may	differ

Canada is not unique among West-
ern countries in confronting an ag-
ing population. What we should be 
is uniquely skilful in how we deal 

with these issues. And yet, while the 
challenge is clear, the strategic plan-
ning by governments is less than evi-
dent. This is surprising, as it is one 
thing to be caught unawares by un-
expected events and quite another 
to miss clear trends.

Governing, governance and public 
services are being impacted by these 
global trends, just like other sectors. 
A key question for all of us should 
be: how well are governance and 
public service in Canada adapting to 
these global forces of change? 

A reasonable starting point in at-
tempting to answer the adaptation 
question is to look at global gov-
ernance and our role in it. Why? 
Because Canada, as a middle-sized 
economy, is heavily dependent on 
trade and investment for growth and 
prosperity, and we need the certain-
ty of clear and enforceable interna-
tional rules for Canadian businesses 
and capital to “go global.” And we 
need the leadership to address a 
global recovery that remains, accord-
ing to the IMF, “uneven, volatile and 
beset by risks” some six years after 
the global financial crisis (Chart 4). 

Aging demographics 
affects everything.  

By 2030, there will be no net 
population growth from 
Canadian residents, only by 
net immigration. By 2020, 
people old enough to leave 
the labour market will 
outnumber those old  
enough to join it.  

CHART 4: The “new global normal” is a hyper-connected and two-speed world—with a weak and uneven global 
recovery, rising geopolitical risks and increasing volatility.
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As we approach globalization 3.0—a 
hyper-connected world—we are still 
operating with global governance 
1.0—institutions created in the 1940s 
and 1950s for a very different world. 
Are they still “fit for purpose” in the 
new global reality? That is a bit like 
trying to compare a 1960s Ford with a 
2015 BMW, they both drive but there 
the similarities end. However, when 
the issue turns to Canada’s role in the 
renewal of global governance, the in-
ternational consensus is that Canada 
today plays less of a leadership role 
on global issues than in the past. 

The recent Samara book by Michael 
McMillan and Alison Loat, Tragedy 
in the Commons, paints a picture of 
unhappy MPs across all political par-
ties who feel that Parliament is not 
working as it can and should, and 

parliamentary committees are dys-
functional. Based on their interviews 
with over 50 former MPs of all par-
ties, McMillan and Loat observed: “At 
a time when Canada is facing serious 
public challenges, we need elected 
officials who are willing to embrace 
their jobs, and describe why politics 
matters. Until we do, we should not 
be surprised that so few young people 
consider the political arena a worth-
while place to invest time or an effec-
tive way to make a difference”.

A Canadian perspective on how 
well our Westminster institutions 
are working comes from the Samara 
Foundation, and it is not a positive 
one. Their new “Democracy 360” Re-
port card accords Canada a less-than-
stellar grade of “C”, with a federal 
voter turnout of only 61 per cent, 

where only 31 per cent of Canadians 
believe politics affects them every 
day, with low citizen engagement in 
the political process, and where trust 
levels in politicians and political par-
ties are hovering around 40 per cent.

As we approach 
globalization 3.0— 

a hyper-connected world—
we are still operating with 
global governance 1.0—
institutions created in the 
1940s and 1950s for a very 
different world. Are they still 
“fit for purpose” in the new 
global reality?  

CHART 5: Public trust matters for managing substantive change and maintaining social license, and Canadian trust 
levels (business, government, energy sector) have declined recently.

TRUST IN SECTORS:
2015 CANADA VERSUS GLOBAL

SHIFT IN TRUST:
CANADA RESULTS 2015 VERSUS 2013

Source: Edleman Trust Barometer 2015
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This issue of public trust is an under-
appreciated element of the “soft-infra-
structure” of governing. Public trust in 
Canada, as measured by the Edelman 
cross-country public trust barometer 
(Chart 5), had been well above the 
US and other Western countries until 
recently when it fell sharply, led by 
a decline in trust in government and 
business which both now have trust 
levels below 50 per cent.  

What about technology and govern-
ing? What has been “disruptive” to 
governing is the combination of ad-
vanced communications technolo-
gies such as social media with “big 
data” and data analytics. Political 
parties have been at the forefront of 
employing both, particularly in the 
US, but also in Canada and the UK. 
Such technologies allow political par-
ties and governments to identify and 
target segments of voters on micro 
issues rather than engage the entire 
body politic on common macro is-
sues. The channels afforded by these 
new technologies also allow huge 
degrees of voter segmentation, often 
leading to short term “issues manage-
ment” dominating longer term pub-
lic policy analysis and management, 
and entrenching short-termism and 
centralization in the political cycle. 
These same technologies offer enor-
mous potential to innovate how gov-
ernments and their public services 
deliver services in more interactive, 
proactive and personalized modes.

T he public service plays a  
 core role in our Westminster  
 system of government. It is 
nonpartisan, it is permanent, serv-
ing governments past, present and 
future, of any political party, with 
equal loyalty and effectiveness, and 
its appointments are merit-based. It 
offers evidence-based policy advice to 
the government of the day, it admin-
isters the policies, programs and reg-
ulations approved by Parliament on 
a nonpartisan basis, and it provides 
the essential services of government. 
Given its roles, responsibilities, and 
accountabilities, a Westminster pub-
lic service should not be mistaken for 
an administrative service, nor should 

it be confused with an American civil 
service, which is institutionally de-
signed to be partisan and non-perma-
nent at all senior levels.

These same global trends are impact-
ing Canadian public services, both 
federally and provincially. Demo-
graphics—our public services are ag-
ing, and recruiting, training and re-
taining the next generation of public 
servants, and developing its leaders 
are a key challenge. The competition 
for exceptional talent is intensifying, 
and the public service will be able to 
attract such talent only if the work en-
vironment within government offers 
the ability to make a difference, help 
shape policy options and choices, be 
innovative in service delivery, and do 
great science. Globalization—a public 
servant today needs a worldview not 
a parochial one, an understanding 
that something happening anywhere 
in the world can have impacts here 
in Canada. And technology—inno-
vations in ICT, social media, cloud 
computing, data analytics and adap-
tive learning have enormous poten-
tial to reshape both the “back office” 
of government operations and the 
“citizen-facing” service delivery and 
interaction functions.

The public service is under stress, 
both responding to these demo-
graphic, globalization and technolo-
gy pressures and dealing with a chal-
lenging governance environment. 
At a time when Canada faces many 
longer-term policy issues, there seems 
to be little demand for public service 
policy advice. At a time when the 
private sector is shifting to distrib-
uted leadership and entrepreneur-
ship models and risk management, 
the governance model of the federal 
government is moving towards ever 

greater centralization and risk aver-
sion. At a time when attracting and 
retaining superb talent to the federal 
public service is facing stiff competi-
tion from the private sector here and 
abroad, there is ambiguity from the 
government itself about the impor-
tance of government and governance 
to the economy and society in these 
transforming global times—hardly 
motivating to prospective public 
servants. As leading experts on the 
public service such as Donald Savoie 
have stressed, the apparent antipathy 
of the government today toward the 
public service may have deleterious 
long term impacts on the public ser-
vice as an institution. 

There is absolutely no reason that 
Canada cannot compete and prosper 
in this new global normal, provided 
we adapt. Leadership guru Warren 
Bennis once observed that the differ-
ence between leaders and managers 
comes down to “those who master 
the context and those who surren-
der to it.” Government—whether 
the prime minister, cabinet, Parlia-
ment or the public service—has a 
key role in helping Canadians mas-
ter today’s context.    
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The public service plays a core role in our 
Westminster system of government. It is 

nonpartisan, it is permanent, serving governments past, 
present and future, of any political party, with equal loyalty 
and effectiveness, and its appointments are merit-based.  




