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Abstract 

This inquiry engaged chief administrative officers from Alberta cities, towns, and villages to 

explore: How might the perspectives and experiences of senior leaders in Alberta municipalities 

inform leadership development for emerging leaders? Using an action-oriented methodology to 

create opportunities and identify potential for improved leadership development in the municipal 

sector, this thesis shares insights from senior leaders to help equip emerging leaders in the face 

of a sector-wide crisis. The findings revealed (a) leadership development is important, 

(b) experience provides effective learning, (c) an emerging leader’s approach may indicate their 

success or potential downfall, (d) values inform leadership practice, (e) leadership support is key 

to developing emerging leaders, and (f) everyone requires leadership development. The 

recommendations suggest associations (a) share information, (b) collaborate across the sector, 

(c) create a learning forum, (d) educate the public, (e) for leaders to self-discover, and (g) for 

municipal organizations to support emerging leaders. 

Keywords: local government, municipality, elected officials, leadership development, emerging 

leaders, chief administrative officer. 

 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 5 

Dedication 

I am eternally grateful to my husband and children; without their continuous support and 

unwavering belief in me, I would have never begun nor persevered. 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 6 

Acknowledgements 

I am indebted to a host of individuals. For academic support, I am profoundly grateful to 

Dr. Alice MacGillivray for her wisdom and experience that guided and encouraged me through 

this self-reflective, personally challenging journey. Thank you to Dr. Brigitte Harris for driving 

me to dig deeper, mind the details, and strive for excellence. I am deeply grateful to Dr. Guy 

Nasmyth for being the first champion of my learning and personal growth; thank you for seeing 

me. To those who have asked hard questions, subsequently making this thesis better: thank you. 

Thank you to my inquiry partner organization, the Local Government Administration 

Association (LGAA) of Alberta and the volunteer board members and presidents, specifically 

Michelle White for starting the conversation, Kelly Lloyd for being my connection, and Mike 

Derricott for supporting enactment of the inquiry recommendations. I am grateful to the LGAA 

membership who shared their knowledge and experience as inquiry participants and who have 

shown they are invested in helping equip emerging leaders in Alberta’s municipal sector. 

I am grateful specifically for the encouragement, wisdom, and strength of dear sisters on 

this incredible academic voyage Marcia Turner and Kimberly Carson. To the Master of Arts in 

Leadership 2017-1 cohort: you are my people. I have learned and grown from each one. I am 

very thankful for the finesse and knowledge of my editor, Shanaya Nelson, whose attention to 

detail has elevated my grammatical and APA shortcomings. I would also like to thank all of the 

Master of Arts in Leadership program faculty staff and administration; without their hard work 

and dedication behind the scenes, there would not be a program. Thank you to past mentors for 

knowledge you have shared. I am grateful to my extended family for the encouragement and 

cheerleading, especially my sister Stina Brown for being a continuous support. 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 7 

Table of Contents 

Creative Commons Statement..........................................................................................................3 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................................4 

Dedication ........................................................................................................................................5 

Acknowledgements ..........................................................................................................................6 

List of Figures ................................................................................................................................10 

List of Tables .................................................................................................................................11 

List of Abbreviations .....................................................................................................................12 

Glossary .........................................................................................................................................13 

Chapter 1: Focus and Framing .......................................................................................................15 

Significance of the Inquiry .................................................................................................18 

Systems Analysis and Organizational Context ..................................................................21 

Chapter 1 Summary ...........................................................................................................29 

Chapter 2: Literature Review .........................................................................................................31 

The Municipal Context ......................................................................................................32 

Leadership in the Municipal Environment ........................................................................35 

Workplace Education, Learning, and Development ..........................................................45 

Chapter 2 Summary ...........................................................................................................54 

Chapter 3: Methodology and Research Approach .........................................................................55 

Participants .........................................................................................................................58 

Data Collection Methods ...................................................................................................61 

Study Conduct ....................................................................................................................64 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 8 

Data Analysis .....................................................................................................................66 

Credibility ..........................................................................................................................70 

Ethical Considerations .......................................................................................................71 

Chapter 3 Summary ...........................................................................................................73 

Chapter 4: Findings and Conclusions ............................................................................................74 

Findings..............................................................................................................................74 

Conclusions ........................................................................................................................96 

Scope and Limitations......................................................................................................102 

Chapter 4 Summary .........................................................................................................103 

Chapter 5: Recommendations ......................................................................................................105 

Recommendations ............................................................................................................105 

Organizational Implications .............................................................................................112 

Future Inquiry ..................................................................................................................116 

Thesis Summary...............................................................................................................117 

References ....................................................................................................................................120 

Appendix A: Municipalities List and Categories.........................................................................139 

Appendix B: Survey Email Invitation..........................................................................................148 

Appendix C: Survey Letter of Invitation .....................................................................................150 

Appendix D: Interview Email Invitation .....................................................................................152 

Appendix E: Interview Invitation Letter ......................................................................................153 

Appendix F: Interview Script.......................................................................................................155 

Appendix G: Inquiry Team Agreement Template .......................................................................157 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 9 

Appendix H: Survey Preamble ....................................................................................................159 

Appendix I: Survey Questions .....................................................................................................161 

Appendix J: Survey Reminder Email ..........................................................................................170 

Appendix K: Thank You Letter ...................................................................................................171 

Appendix L: Summary of Interview Participant Data .................................................................172 

Appendix M: Data Analysis Codes..............................................................................................179 

 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 10 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. The groups of stakeholders within the LGAA organization; LGAA members 

belong to the geographic zone in which their municipality is located. ..........................17 

Figure 2. The possible patchwork of leadership development options available to those in 

the municipal sector. ......................................................................................................19 

Figure 3. The municipal leadership development systems context: A simplified, basic 

system map of the inquiry shows that municipalities, the provincial 

government, municipal sector-related professional associations, and 

development opportunities all influence one another. The system is also open to 

a multitude of external and internal influences which were not practical to 

attempt to capture here. ..................................................................................................23 

Figure 4. The basic structure of a municipality, including the local context and local 

government. ....................................................................................................................27 

Figure 5. Provincial structure revealing how the Municipal Capacity and Sustainability 

branch fits within the provincial framework. .................................................................28 

Figure 6. Purpose statement value over years: Respondents’ purpose statements ranked 

on the Barrett Values Centre (n.d.) model charted across years in a senior 

leadership position. .........................................................................................................89 

Figure 7. Purpose statement value over population: Respondents’ purpose statement 

ranked on the Barrett Values Centre (n.d.) model charted across municipal 

population. ......................................................................................................................90 

 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 11 

List of Tables 

Table 1 Thesis Municipal Categories ............................................................................................59 

Table 2 Inquiry Participants per each Thesis Category .................................................................64 

 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 12 

List of Abbreviations 

AI .........................Appreciative Inquiry 

AR ........................Action Research 

ARE......................Action Research Engagement 

ARMAA ...............Alberta Rural Municipal Administrators’ Association 

AUMA .................Alberta Urban Municipalities Association 

CAO .....................Chief Administrative Officer 

CIHR ....................Canadian Institutes of Health Research 

CLGM ..................Certified Local Government Manager 

CoP .......................Community of Practice 

LGAA ..................Local Government Administration Association 

SLGM ..................Society of Local Government Managers 

TCPS ....................Tri-Council Policy Statement 

 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 13 

Glossary 

Given that many terms in this thesis can be used interchangeably and may have different 

meanings in different contexts, I was purposeful in the definition and use of each term. As a 

result, I have included a glossary of frequently used terms to aid the reader. Some may disagree 

with the way I have defined certain terms below or used them throughout the thesis; however, 

the choices I have made are to provide clarity within this document. 

Administration is the structured group of staff headed by the chief administrative officer who 

accomplish the work of the municipality, also called the municipality. 

Administrative staff are employees who work for administration or the municipality. 

Chief administrative officer (CAO) is the head of the municipality, sometimes called town 

manager or city manager. 

Community means the community as a whole, including residents, the local government, 

physical and geographic features, local history, economy, and culture. 

Council is the term for the mayor and councillors or aldermen, also called elected officials. 

Elected officials is the term for the mayor and councillors or aldermen who comprise the council, 

also called council. 

Emerging leaders are individuals who, given the right leadership development, have the potential 

to become successful senior leaders. 

Local government describes both council and the municipal organization, as one unit, including 

committees of the council and other special purpose bodies that have some degree of 

autonomy, yet are connected to the municipality. 

Municipal government includes the mayor and council and the municipality. 
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Municipality is the structured group of staff headed by the CAO who accomplish the work of a 

local government, also called administration. Tindal, Tindal, Stewart, and Smith (2017) 

stated, “all municipalities are (1) incorporated, (2) empowered to deal with a wide range 

of local issues, (3) defined by distinct geographic boundaries, (4) governed by elected 

councils, [and] (5) granted taxing power” (p. 4). 

Senior leaders are leaders in senior organizational roles, such as CAO or director. 

System is a collective of components operating in concert and exhibiting emergence in response 

to its components and context. 

Their, them, they are terms I have used as gender neutral alternatives to words such as him/his or 

she/her. While this is not standard practice in academic writing, it increases the 

inclusiveness of the thesis. 
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Chapter 1: Focus and Framing 

Within Canada’s municipal sector, seasoned senior leaders are retiring at significant rates 

(O’Flynn & Mau, 2014), and Alberta municipalities are experiencing the crisis firsthand. 

Through this inquiry, I intend to explore how the experiences of seasoned leaders might inform 

the development of emerging leaders. To conduct this inquiry, I asked senior leaders in the 

Alberta municipal sector how they develop their leadership including successes and gaps, the 

pitfalls and opportunities emerging leaders might encounter, and how emerging leaders might 

best develop their leadership practice. These emerging leaders have the potential to become 

successful senior leaders, such as CAO or director, given the right leadership development 

opportunities. This inquiry could contribute to better, sector-specific leadership development, 

creating opportunities to streamline municipalities and improve public service, subsequently 

using tax dollars more effectively. The intended outcome of this inquiry and thesis is to support 

administrative leaders in their leadership practice. Developing more well-rounded leaders has 

great potential to enhance the leadership capacity of Alberta’s local government sector. The 

possible impact of this inquiry is significant. 

In this chapter, I provide focus and framing for the topic of leadership development for 

administrative leaders in Alberta’s municipal sector. Firstly, in this chapter I discuss the Local 

Government Administration Association (LGAA), which is the partner organization for this 

inquiry. Secondly, I explore the significance of the inquiry for the sector and the LGAA, the 

potential benefits of the inquiry, and why this inquiry is timely and critical. Thirdly, I review a 

systems analysis of the organizational context for the inquiry, including a brief exploration of the 

idea of systems thinking. As a sector with many external and internal influences and 
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components, the system for this inquiry is multifaceted. I then discuss a typical local government 

structure and the role that professional associations such as the LGAA serve within the wider 

system before touching on municipal interaction with the province. 

The LGAA is a professional association for leaders working in municipalities across the 

province and was the partner organization for this thesis. The association supports current and 

emerging leaders in municipalities and membership is open to administrative staff in Alberta. 

Although the LGAA provides a “family of networking” (K. Lloyd, then-current LGAA 

President,1 personal communication, April 26, 2018)2 and opportunities to connect, event 

attendance and relationship building are optional. A small organization with a lean board of 

directors, the LGAA’s mandate has grown over the past 60 years to support not only the chief 

administrative officers (CAOs) but also other administrative leaders and staff. Professional 

associations such as the LGAA “have become leadership development authorities” (M. Derricot, 

LGAA President, personal communication, May 23, 2019) in the sector, and leaders in smaller 

communities rely on them. As an organization, the LGAA’s (n.d.-a) mission is “dedicated to 

supporting excellence by providing leadership development through professional networking and 

learning opportunities” (Mission Statement section, para. 1). The LGAA is an important support 

to and resource for leadership development across Alberta’s municipal sector (see the LGAA 

stakeholder group in Figure 1; LGAA, n.d.-b). 

 
1 The LGAA elect a new president each year at their annual conference, usually held in early April. Over 

the arc of this inquiry, the LGAA had three different individuals in the role of president. 
2 All personal communications cited in this thesis are used with permission. 
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Figure 1. The groups of stakeholders within the LGAA organization; LGAA members belong to 
the geographic zone in which their municipality is located. 
Note. From LGAA Zones, by Local Government Administration Association of Alberta, n.d., 
Didsbury, Canada: Author. Copyright 2020 by Local Government Administration Association. 
Reprinted with permission. 

The Master of Arts in Leadership program content and my municipal job prompted me to 

consider the state of leadership development across Alberta. Leadership development in the 

municipal sector is an area rife with opportunity to create a meaningful impact because 

municipalities, by virtue of the services they provide, have a significant impact on the 

communities they serve. 

In this inquiry, I engaged with senior leaders working for municipalities to explore the 

following primary inquiry question: How might the perspectives and experiences of senior 

leaders in Alberta municipalities inform leadership development for emerging leaders? In 
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addition to the primary inquiry question, I utilized four subquestions to explore participant 

experiences and perspectives: 

1. How do senior leaders currently develop skills for their role? 

2. How can emerging leaders learn these skills most effectively? 

3. What limits the development of emerging leaders? 

4. What might increase, encourage, or support leadership development? 

Significance of the Inquiry 

This thesis intends to contribute to the scholarship and strengthen the movement to 

enhance leadership development in the municipal sector to better equip emerging leaders in the 

face of a sector-wide leadership crisis (O’Flynn & Mau, 2014). This crisis is the gap left between 

the surge of senior leaders retiring from the municipal sector and the newly emerging leaders 

who do not yet necessarily have the training or experience to lead municipalities well. While 

technical, governance-related training is available (Society of Local Government Managers, 

2017; University of Alberta, 2019), leadership development that integrates the human side of 

leading a municipality, the council, and the community is not. Leadership development for 

CAOs is not provincially mandated, and some municipal governments assume they cannot afford 

the short-term costs of development, which could increase staff effectiveness and capacity over 

the long term. Others integrate development into internal employee performance management 

programs. Smaller municipalities are not always resourced to develop leaders within their 

organization, and those leaders must seek external opportunities to develop staff (M. Derricot, 

LGAA President, personal communication, May 23, 2019). Municipalities are created, 

amalgamated, or eliminated by the province and their operation is governed by provincial 
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legislation. Legislation requires municipalities to provide basic necessities to residents; as a 

result, most municipalities will continue for decades, if not centuries. Given this long-term 

service horizon, leadership development is an important leverage point (Meadows, 2008). Figure 

2 depicts some of these development opportunities. Additional discussion regarding specific 

types of development are further explored in Chapter 2. 

 
Figure 2. The possible patchwork of leadership development options available to those in the 
municipal sector. 

In December 2017, then-current LGAA President Michelle White expressed concerns 

about recruitment challenges and the lack of relevant, widely available leadership development 

resources for emerging leaders (M. White, personal communication, December 7, 2017), 

including those shown in Figure 2. The subsequent LGAA President Kelly Lloyd raised the same 

issues (K. Lloyd, personal communication, April 26, 2018). Developing new leaders within the 

municipal sector has been an ongoing challenge, which Michelle White described to be “an ever-

present struggle as the baby boomer generation gears toward retirement” (M. White, personal 

communication, November 15, 2018). She further posited that relevant leadership development 
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could be the key to succession planning in municipalities. This situation is not unique to Alberta; 

the challenge of an aging CAO workforce is felt across the country (O’Flynn & Mau, 2014). 

Given that the mission of the LGAA is focused on providing support and connection through 

member engagement (LGAA, n.d.-a) and not formal leadership development, formal leadership 

development opportunities through the association have been relatively few in recent decades. 

The outcome of this inquiry could bolster a future LGAA offering of increased leadership 

development as an addition to the voluntary networking and technical training currently 

available. 

The outcomes of this inquiry could provide significant benefits for leadership 

development in the local government sector. Typically, leadership development focuses on 

individuals who can personally and professionally improve because of that development. 

Subsequently, their enhanced contributions could increase efficiencies, resulting in additional or 

enhanced services or amenities for their communities. Municipalities could stretch public 

funding further, directly benefitting the whole province. As a result, relevant leadership 

development holds a greater potential impact than the individual betterment of leaders, increased 

organizational effectiveness, and more effective resource maximization; ultimately, it could lead 

to a better-run municipal sector. 

This inquiry was timely and critical for several reasons. Firstly, good leadership practices 

help guide different types of organizations through change (Collins, 2005; Kotter, 2001; Kouzes 

& Posner, 2012; Lencioni, 2012). Alberta’s provincial political landscape has changed 

throughout the past decade. Responsibilities are being downloaded to municipalities, increasing 

their scope of work and service levels paired with cuts to funding. Resource sector instability 
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impacts both residents and businesses, creating localized economic uncertainty. Natural disasters 

in recent years have added financial strain to local and provincial governments. These constantly 

shifting tides of change affect local governments, administrations, and the leaders who manage 

them. Yet in these turbulent conditions, there is no formally required professional designation 

that CAOs must achieve to lead a municipality. Similarly, there is no formally required 

designation or training for top-level administrative positions within the federal and provincial 

governments. Secondly, leadership development for the sector does not sit with any one 

professional association or body; each leader and their municipality must piece together 

leadership development plans from the available opportunities. Thirdly, when they retire, the 

knowledge gained over a CAO’s career may be lost to the sector because a platform on which to 

share it does not currently exist. By exploring the successes, opportunities, and challenges of 

leadership development through this inquiry, leaders could widely share their experiential 

knowledge with the sector. Finally, local governments must stretch taxpayer dollars further while 

leaders need relevant tools and skills to support their leadership practice amid changing 

provincial, federal, and economic situations. The outcomes of this inquiry contribute to the 

academic body of knowledge related to leadership development in the Canadian municipal 

sector, an area of study that currently lacks depth. 

Systems Analysis and Organizational Context 

Within the sector, municipalities operate independently from one another, as do 

professional associations such as the LGAA. Organizational charts may show similarities or 

differences in the ways staffing is structured within these bodies; however, they cannot 

effectively capture the unique cultures, networks, and ways in which each functionally operates. 
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Furthermore, the culture in an organization embodies complexity far beyond the structure, and 

many have attempted to address various issues through organizational culture change or 

realignment (Bolman & Deal, 2013; Lencioni, 2012; Stroh, 2015; Weisbord, 2012). Each 

organization and association is a complex system on its own; within the context of this inquiry, 

these bodies interacting together present a type of living complex system that is open to 

influences from within and outside of the system. Writing about the municipal sector, Kalen-

Sukra (2019) argued democratic institutions are founded on the democratic values of equality 

and serving one another. As a result, democracy “commits us to value, preserve, and uphold the 

rights, dignity, and well-being of all, including our neighbours, those who are different than us, 

those with whom we disagree, as well as future generations” (Kalen-Sukra, 2019, p. 36). This 

culture of service, at times, seems in conflict with the reality of tightening budgets and the ever-

expanding responsibilities for municipalities. Figure 3 shows a very basic interpretation of this 

system and some simple components that influence this system for the purposes of this inquiry. 

The arrows in the figure indicate that all parts of the system interact with one another, yet the 

figure cannot capture the influences and forces within and external to the system. Individual 

leaders from municipalities across the province do not necessarily create a typical system 

because they are not formally connected, yet the work they do holds similarities that connect 

them in a unique way. Throughout this inquiry, I approached the components of the municipal 

sector that were involved in this inquiry as a complex living system that is geographically 

dispersed, with varied organizational sizes, complicated relationships locally, regional, and 

provincially, and is open to static and changing known, unknown, and unknowable internal and 

external influences. 
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Figure 3. The municipal leadership development systems context: A simplified, basic system 
map of the inquiry shows that municipalities, the provincial government, municipal sector-
related professional associations, and development opportunities all influence one another. The 
system is also open to a multitude of external and internal influences which were not practical to 
attempt to capture here. 
Note. CAO = Chief Administrative Officer. 
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To support an informed systems analysis of the inquiry, it is helpful to define systems and 

systems thinking. Meadows (2008) described a system as “an interconnected set of elements that 

is coherently organized in a way that achieves something” (p. 11). Several years after Meadows’s 

(2008) work was published, Laszlo (2012) defined a system as “a set of interconnected elements 

that form a whole and show properties that are properties of the whole rather than of the 

individual elements” (p. 97). While mechanical systems generally follow these definitions, 

systems that include living components have an increased level of complexity (Snowden & 

Boone, 2007) that does not exist in nonliving systems. These living systems “are not mere 

assemblages of their parts but are continually growing and changing along with their elements” 

(Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flowers, 2004). As this ongoing growth and change unfolds, the 

system becomes a complex system, which responds, changes, and exhibits emergence. The 

inquiry context and system are both complex systems, which I define as a collective of 

components operating in concert and exhibiting emergence in response to its components, its 

context, and change. Although I have used the term system throughout this thesis, the system of 

administrative leaders employed by municipal governments across Alberta individually 

supported by associations like the LGAA working under provincial legislation is actually a 

complex system. 

Acknowledging that a system exists is only the beginning; to understand the way a 

system works, one must engage in systems thinking, which Senge (2006) described as “a 

discipline for seeing in wholes. It is a framework for seeing interrelationships rather than things, 

for seeing patterns of change rather than static ‘snapshots’” (p. 68). Building on Meadows’s 

(2008) concept of systems, Stroh (2015) defined systems thinking as “the ability to understand 
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these interconnections in such a way as to achieve a desired purpose” (p. 16). Throughout this 

inquiry, I applied a systems thinking approach to the complex context, which acknowledges and 

seeks out the interconnections within the system and research. Stroh (2015) compared 

conventional thinking and systems thinking; he demonstrated that conventional thinking 

separates problems and solutions into parts before working to fix individual pieces, whereas 

systems thinking considers and explores relationships between all the components while working 

to improve the whole. As Laszlo (2012) stated, “Nothing exists in isolation” (p. 98). Systems 

thinking may seem like a cognitive leap of faith to some because it is somewhat contrary to 

conventional ways of thinking and problem solving. A systems approach to leadership 

development for emerging leaders would look at the whole (Senge, 2006) and would work to 

improve the whole (Stroh, 2015) while paying attention to the interrelationships (Meadows, 

2008) and complexity, which may not be initially visible (Snowden & Boone, 2007). In the 

context of this research, using a systems approach for this inquiry created clarity about what has 

been working well in municipal leadership development and highlighted opportunities based on 

the collective experience of leaders from across the sector. 

Given that this study did not occur within a clearly defined, stand-alone organization, the 

inquiry’s organizational context was complex (Snowden & Boone, 2007). This complexity was 

due to several factors, including the number of participants, the ongoing evolution of the LGAA 

board, and changing local and provincial politics. Within a complex context, there can be more 

than one right answer, and changes in one area can impact components, facets, or sections of the 

system in unanticipated ways; it is the realm of “unknown unknowns” (Snowden & Boone, 2007, 

p. 74). This level of complexity exists within living systems, such as ecosystems, where internal 
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and external, unknown and unknowable factors can influence the system in ways that are often 

only seen in retrospect (Snowden & Boone, 2007). This complexity also exists in living systems 

comprised of people, and increasing the number of individuals within that system increases its 

complexity. The participants brought their personal history (Jackson & Parry, 2011), mental 

models (Senge, 2006), leadership practices and styles (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2013), 

culture (Dickson, Castaño, Magomaeva, & Den Hartog, 2012), and values (Barrett, 2010). I 

sought input from leaders working in many municipalities, which added an important diversity 

and depth of experience to the data. Several basic layers of context emerged within the inquiry: 

individual municipalities, professional associations in the sector, and one branch of Municipal 

Affairs. 

Municipal government comprises two basic components: elected officials and the 

administrative structure of the municipality. Elected officials is the collective term used for the 

mayor and councillors or aldermen who comprise the council. The administration of a 

municipality comprise the staff who make policy and budgetary recommendations to the council, 

implement the council’s strategic vision, provide services, and complete the work of a 

municipality. The responsibility of administration is immense when one considers the dual 

responsibility to both elected officials and residents. Typically, the municipality is overseen by 

an administrative head with a structure that is staffed by directors, managers, supervisors, and a 

variety of other employees, much like many other organizations. The head of the organization 

carries the title of chief administrative officer, town manager, or city manager; however, 

throughout this thesis I have referred to this role as the CAO. Typically, only the CAO reports to 

and is accountable directly to the council (see Figure 4) in a top-down hierarchical structure. 
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Figure 4. The basic structure of a municipality, including the local context and local government. 
Note. CAO = Chief Administrative Officer. 

Leaders in local government are supported through professional associations such as the 

LGAA, the Alberta Rural Municipal Administrators’ Association (ARMAA), the Society of 

Local Government Managers (SLGM), and the Alberta Urban Municipalities Association 

(AUMA). Some might wonder why I have not included the Federation of Canadian 

Municipalities in this list of professional associations; although they would likely be positioned 

to support leadership development across the country, the scope of this thesis did not include 

federal considerations. While some of their areas of support overlap, each association provides 

an offering to municipal staff across Alberta. The ARMAA supports CAOs in rural 

municipalities and is an advocate for their members to the provincial government. In 1983, the 

LGAA and ARMAA partnered together to create the Certified Local Government Managers 

(CLGM) certification program and created the SLGM (n.d.) to administer the program. At that 

time, the SLGM lobbied the provincial government to have the CLGM designation recognized as 
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the officially required certification for CAOs; however, that request was denied (K. Lloyd, 

personal communication, July 19, 2019). The LGAA welcomes anyone who works in municipal 

administration, while the SLGM is focused on development and support for current and aspiring 

CAOs. Finally, the AUMA supports elected officials and CAOs while the stated goal of the 

organization is “to develop a strong and engaged partnership between all three levels of 

government” (AUMA, n.d., para. 3). All of these organizations provide a professional 

association, networking opportunities, and support for municipal senior leaders. The work of 

each association overlaps at times yet also is unique. 

 
Figure 5. Provincial structure revealing how the Municipal Capacity and Sustainability branch 
fits within the provincial framework. 

As shown in Figure 5, a specific segment of the provincial government structure is directly 

relevant to this inquiry. Within Alberta’s Ministry of Municipal Affairs, the Municipal Capacity 

and Sustainability Branch works with CAOs and municipalities to ensure they are 

organizationally sustainable (Government of Alberta, 2018b) and have the capacity to complete 

the work required by legislation. The Municipal Capacity and Sustainability Branch Executive 

Director stated that consistent, meaningful, relevant, and practical leadership development is a 
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current gap for senior leaders in many municipalities across Alberta (C. Maniego, personal 

communication, October 5, 2017). Proactive training for municipal administrative staff largely 

focuses on technical aspects of legislation, and, aside from an internship program aimed at recent 

graduates, “very little” (C. Maniego, personal communication, October 15, 2018) training 

focuses on leadership. 

The municipal sector in Alberta lacks an organized, clear, and consistent approach to 

developing emerging leaders. The current opportunities might successfully teach the legislated 

requirements of municipal leaders’ roles; however, these same opportunities also leave gaps in 

the leadership toolkit of those leaders. Stroh (2015) stated, “Systems are perfectly designed to 

achieve the results they are currently achieving” (p. 5). A systems thinking approach illuminates 

this gap in relevant leadership development opportunities as the outcome of the choices made by 

those who affect the system to create the present reality (Senge, 2006). As a result, this 

leadership development gap may perpetuate practices that neither set leaders up for success nor 

support the municipalities they serve. 

Through the inquiry, I invited leaders to reinvest their experiential knowledge in the 

development of emerging leaders. In this thesis, I discuss current leadership development 

practices for municipal leaders, highlight what has worked well in the experience of inquiry 

participants, and explore what might increase or hinder leadership development for emerging 

leaders in Alberta’s municipal sector. 

Chapter 1 Summary 

In this chapter, I explained the primary focus, general and organizational context, and the 

timely significance of this inquiry for leadership development in Alberta’s municipal sector. I 
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also explored the complex system of the local government sector in which I conducted this 

inquiry. In Chapter 2, I review literature that is relevant to leadership development in the 

municipal context. In Chapter 3, I discuss the inquiry methodology and methods employed 

throughout the inquiry, how the study conduct actually occurred, and ethical considerations. In 

Chapter 4, I explain the inquiry as it unfolded including the findings that show themes within the 

data, conclusions that answer the primary and subquestions, and the scope and limitations of the 

inquiry. Finally, in Chapter 5, I consider recommendations and opportunities for future study 

before concluding the thesis with a summary. In the following chapter, I discuss literature on the 

municipal context, leadership in the municipal environment, and workplace learning. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The purpose of this literature review is to establish context for leadership development in 

the municipal sector, the focus of this thesis, to support the inquiry: How might the perspectives 

and experiences of senior leaders in Alberta municipalities inform leadership development for 

emerging leaders? The literature review explores three topics: the municipal context, leadership 

in the municipal environment, and workplace learning. I explore the municipal context and 

motivation for public service before discussing leadership generally and specifically as it relates 

to the municipal sector. Finally, I discuss education, learning, and development in the workplace, 

including some public sector examples. All three topics directly connected to the inquiry’s 

primary question and subquestions. 

The academic literature review does not explore Canadian municipal sector leadership or 

leadership development in depth. Writing about the literature from an American perspective, Van 

Wart (2003) contended, “Although some have contributed or used public-sector examples in the 

mainstream literature, that has not been integrated into a distinctive public-sector leadership 

literature focusing on the significant constraints and unique environment of administrative 

leaders” (p. 224). Given that few resources discuss municipal administrative leadership and 

leadership development in Alberta or Canada (O’Flynn & Mau, 2014; Plunkett, 1994; Siegel, 

2010), I sourced municipal sector-related literature for this chapter based on its relevance and 

connection to the inquiry topic and findings, not necessarily that literature’s geographic origin. 

Some may argue that this literature review should include more content from Canadian federal or 

provincial leadership development sources or the study of American CAOs and leadership 

competency models from the United States. I have elected to not include a thorough review of 
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these resources due to the substantial scope creep this level of research would add to this thesis. 

Although they may be similar at the municipal level, the American state and federal government 

models are substantially different than the Canadian provincial and federal model. Furthermore, 

with regard to the applicability of provincial or federal public service leadership development as 

it relates to the municipal context, Siegel (2010) contended, “Because the structures of municipal 

governments are sufficiently different from those of parliamentary systems that lessons do not 

travel well between the two types of governmental structures” (p. 140). Others may argue that 

leadership development of managers within the municipal sector would be an important addition 

to this inquiry. While I agree that leadership development broadly across the sector is critical, I 

did not include managers nor their leadership development in this inquiry due to the increased 

scope that additional layer of inquiry would entail. Instead, I have cited resources that 

specifically focus on the role of the CAO as a senior leader within Canadian municipal sector, 

general leadership concepts that relate to the inquiry findings, and workplace learning through 

experience and relationships. 

The Municipal Context 

While some similarities exist between municipalities and private companies, fundamental 

distinctions set them apart. Either can have an organizational structure headed by one individual 

who reports to a board of directors (Griffiths, 2018), and both may sell goods and services or rent 

facilities. However, these similarities quickly give way to noteworthy distinctions. Firstly, 

although it may benefit their customers, the purpose of private companies is often focused on 

financial, capital, or market-share goals, whereas the work of a municipality is driven by service 

to its citizens in ways that provide for and connect with the basic necessities of life. Secondly, 
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private companies typically intend to remain financially sustainable through their own earnings 

or investment from others, whereas municipal services are funded through a combination of local 

and provincial taxes, provincial grants (Government of Alberta, 2018b), and other sources of 

municipal income such as local utility rates, facility rentals, penalties, licenses, and other fees. 

Thirdly, while private companies answer to shareholders, an owner, a president, or a board of 

directors, each municipality ultimately serves the community’s residents. Weeden (2015) 

contended, 

Nowhere is the work of civil servants more immediately tangible than in municipal 

government—we touch our friends’ and neighbours’ lives every single day, in ways that 

cover the entire spectrum of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs—from things that make life 

possible to things that make life wonderful. (p. 6) 

Staff and their motivation for working in local government also add to the distinction 

between public and private sector organizations. Employees in publicly funded organizations are 

called servants and they work for the people. Can anyone imagine a private business calling their 

staff members servants? Yet, use of the term servant when referring to those who work for a 

publicly funded body is easily hundreds of years old (Perry & Hondeghem, 2008). If those who 

work for a municipality are considered servants, one might wonder why anyone would choose to 

work in local government, why one might choose to be a servant. 

While still in its infancy, the study of public service motivation is gaining momentum 

(Wright & Grant, 2010). Bozeman and Su (2015) argued, “Public employees value more than 

private sector employees the opportunity to perform public service and that public employees are 

more likely to be motivated by intrinsic aspects of work than by monetary rewards” (p. 700). 
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One Canadian study found “a significant portion of [participants] personal and work-related 

motivation is derived from public service” (Kitay, 2015, p. 47). Others believe this motivation is 

more than simply impacting the lives of residents and “many people choose to work in the public 

sector because they aim to do meaningful work and contribute to society” (Tummers & Knies, 

2013, p. 861). In this context meaningfulness can be understood as work with a significant, 

important, or impactful purpose or outcome (Tummers & Knies, 2013). This shift toward 

meaningfulness of work not only results in better outcomes (Tummers & Knies, 2013), but also 

offers compensation beyond monetary reward, which appears to be a generational shift in the 

current workforce toward a desire for greater meaning and significance, both personally and 

professionally (Akers, 2018). The desire to do meaningful work and contribute to society holds a 

logical connection to public service and the municipal sector. 

While it has gained momentum in recent years, study of the municipal sector and 

leadership development within it has not progressed in the same way as it has for the private 

sector. Nearly 60 years ago, Plunkett (1961) identified “provision for adaption to growth and 

change” (p. 51) as a basic need met by local government. More than 10 years later, Plunkett 

(1973) observed the structure of municipalities was unable to keep up with changes that were 

occurring across the county, resulting in those organizations being unable to meet the demands 

of their constituents. Initially established to govern a largely agrarian society, Canadian 

municipal governments were slow to change in response to rapid urbanization (Plunkett, 1973). 

Indeed, most of the primary functions and requirements of the municipalities studied by Plunkett 

(1973) are still carried out by those organizations today. 
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Despite the similarities between private and public organizations, “the leadership skills 

required . . . are very different, and that is why the vast number of corporate leadership models 

fail at the outset in the municipal community setting” (Griffiths, 2018, p. 17). The study of 

leadership development and practice in the municipal context has not progressed in the same way 

as it has for private sector leadership. Indeed, very little has been written about the critical role of 

the CAO in Canada (O’Flynn & Mau, 2014; Siegel, 2010). The outcomes of this inquiry directly 

contribute to the scholarship on leadership development in Alberta’s municipal sector. 

Leadership in the Municipal Environment 

Before considering leadership in the municipal environment, it is helpful to explore a few 

basic leadership concepts. Leadership has been described, discussed, and debated with no single 

definition applicable across all contexts or circumstances. Van Wart (2013) observed that the 

definition of leadership is affected by the perspectives and position of the individual defining it. 

Some say that leadership could be approached by either a single critical feature or by a “list of 

important factors” (Van Wart, 2013, p. 554). Certain leadership styles fit with the single criterion 

approach, as they describe an overarching vision of leadership through a specific lens, such as 

transformational leadership (Avolio, 2004), values-based leadership (Barrett, 2010), or 

authenticity (Debebe, 2017; Irvine, 2018). Others described leadership as a list of important 

factors wherein authors recite qualities by various terms, calling them commandments (Kouzes 

& Posner, 2012), themes (Weisbord, 2012), disciplines (Senge, 2006), or a similarly named set 

of guidelines or competencies (Collins, 2005; Grint, 2000). Branching out from the two 

perspectives posited by Van Wart (2013), some have characterized leadership as a group process, 

such as collaborative leadership (Ansell & Gash, 2012) or distributed leadership (Bolden, 2011; 
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Corrigan, 2013). Still others have described leadership through the lens of relationships, such as 

relational leadership (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011) or followership wherein the influence of 

followers on the leadership they experience is explored (Jackson & Parry, 2011). However, not 

all agree that leadership can be distilled to an overarching theme or list. Trehan (2007) defined 

leadership as “a myriad set of constructs and attempts to regularize it in a single organizational 

formula may be self-defeating” (p. 79). Not only would it be self-defeating, but a view of 

leadership that is focused on an overarching feature or set of guidelines could also oversimplify 

the concept in complex (Snowden & Boone, 2007) contexts. The research, data collection, and 

analysis for this thesis revealed a picture of leadership as an adaptive synergy of knowing, doing, 

and being between those who are leading and those who are following, which is the definition I 

use herein.  

The relationship between leaders and followers is a crucial bridge between spheres of 

influence and responsibility because “success in leading is wholly dependent on the capacity to 

build and sustain those relationships” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 32). It is this dynamic 

connection between leaders and followers that motivates action and creates the space to see the 

unseen. Intending to shed light on important organizational leadership insights for public sector 

leaders, Van Wart (2013) asserted, “Specific aspects of leadership may be straightforward 

individually, but if those aspects are taken as a whole, leadership quickly becomes more difficult, 

complex, and demanding” (p. 561). Some may argue that development of the individual leader is 

past practice and favour development of leadership practice as a relational model, however a 

combination of both leader and leadership development may prove most effective (Day, 2000). 

More than a single critical feature or a list of factors, “leadership is about relationships, about 
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credibility, and about what you do” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 329). Leadership is evident in 

relational posture, which extends beyond transactional interactions between leaders and 

followers into transformational relationships. 

In contemplating leadership and relationships, I was struck by the similarities between 

first-, second-, and third-person inquiry as discussed by Torbert and Taylor (2008) and the 

alignment of this action inquiry perspective with leadership. This form of inquiry “is a form of 

research that is conducted simultaneously on oneself, the first-person action inquirer, on the 

second-person relationships in which one engages, and on the third-person institutions of which 

one is an observant participant” (Torbert & Taylor, 2008, p. 239). Such a comparison may be 

unexpected for some; however, the more I dug into the concept, the more it resonated with the 

literature and what I have observed both as a leader and follower. In drawing this comparison, 

first-person leadership is leadership of self, second-person leadership is leadership of others, and 

third-person leadership is leadership of organizations, systems, or networks. In this way, when 

leadership is approached through the lens of relationships, it can take one of three points of view 

throughout the literature: first-, second-, and third-person leadership. 

First-person leadership. First-person leadership is guidance of self through personal 

mastery (Brown, 2018; Covey, 2013; Dhiman, 2011; Senge, 2006). Kouzes and Posner (2012) 

argued, “Leadership development is self-development. . . . It’s about liberating the leader within 

you. And it starts with taking a look inside” (p. 337). This look inside does not happen 

spontaneously but is a conscious decision to take an internal inventory, observe the current state, 

and work on personal mastery, which Senge (2006) defined as “the discipline of continually 

clarifying and deepening our personal vision, of focusing our energies, of developing patience, 
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and of seeing reality objectively” (p. 7). By committing to their own personal mastery, leaders 

model personal development with authenticity for their followers (Dhiman, 2011; Kouzes & 

Posner, 2012; Senge, 2006). It would be disingenuous for leaders to expect self-reflection and 

improvement from staff yet not require it of themselves because “you can’t lead others until 

you’ve first led yourself on a journey of self-discovery” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 339). While 

these authors were not specifically referring to public sector leadership, public sector authors 

agreed that authenticity (Weeden, 2015) and knowing then sharing one’s own story (Orr & 

Bennett, 2017) are important leadership practices. When leaders “model the way” (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2012, p. 3) in their own journey of self-discovery and development, municipalities 

embody the presumed intrinsic value of service that permeates public sector work. Authentic 

personal mastery provides the foundation for leadership of others. 

Second-person leadership. Second-person leadership is guidance of others (Collins, 

2005; Kouzes & Posner, 2012; Lencioni, 2012; Pater, 2012) and the literature often spoke 

directly to the interactions, styles, and tools that might be useful to leaders in their relationships 

with followers. The importance of these relationships cannot be overemphasized because 

“success is wholly dependent on the capacity to build and sustain those relationships” (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2012, p. 32) between leaders and followers. The work of a CAO or municipal leader is 

directly related to leadership of others, be they residents and community groups, the council and 

council committees, or the municipal staff and contractors (Siegel, 2010). However, the CAO 

leadership literature generally lacked the depth that can be found in other genres of leadership 

literature. Second-person leadership is a dynamic process of anticipation and response of 
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mindfulness and openness within relationships and context that can enable a holistic perspective 

through systems thinking, subsequently preparing the groundwork for leadership of systems. 

Third-person leadership. Third-person leadership is guidance of systems, networks, or 

organizations. In practice, leadership of a system benefits from systems thinking and requires 

multiple levels of awareness, response, and action (Bolman & Deal, 2013; Laszlo, 2012; Senge, 

2006; Weisbord, 2012). Leaders in the municipal context head municipalities, organizations, or 

divisions, which are systems in their own right. However, they also lead systems or networks 

when they collaborate internally across departments, with other organizations, or at a regional 

level; when they champion a cross-organizational community initiative; or when they introduce a 

new policy direction for consideration across jurisdictions in the province. 

Leadership of self, others, and systems can inform a well-balanced leadership practice; 

however, it requires ongoing work to authentically lead in all three realms. This authentic self-

reflection and the relationships that flow from it are “the magic ingredient[s] to transforming the 

way we see ourselves and the way our community interacts with us as public servants” (Weeden, 

2015, p. 6). The purpose of a municipality meets action when public servants enact the council’s 

vision through internal collaboration followed by interaction and engagement with the 

community. 

Leadership is always evolving. It has been said that “change is the province of leaders” 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 1) and “leadership itself is constantly being socially constructed, 

making it both subjective and a moving target” (Van Wart, 2013, p. 562). As a result, leaders 

must adapt in the midst of evolving seasons of change. There is no one-size-fits-all leadership 

practice (Bennett, 2016), and each fad leadership theory has its moment of popularity (Jaques, 
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2016). Public sector authors agreed a one-size-fits-all leadership development framework would 

“minimize the critical importance of context” (Mau, 2017, p. 20) and furthermore asserted, “As 

the world changes, the lessons of leadership must be interpreted, and the specific mix and 

balance of competencies needed by public sector leaders must also be re-evaluated” (Van Wart, 

2013, p. 562). While good management practices can help create stability, “constant change 

elevates the value of agility over stability” (MacGillivray, 2018, p. 1). The ongoing processes to 

learn, interpret, balance, and adjust clearly show that leadership in the municipal setting must be 

flexible and adaptable to the context (Fenn & Siegel, 2017; Mau, 2017; Plunkett, 1961; Van 

Wart, 2013). In recent years, Alberta municipalities have had to deal with significant changes 

including economic fluctuations, political shifts, and natural disasters alongside increasing 

responsibilities paired with decreasing funding. Leadership in this environment requires ongoing, 

open-minded review, reassessment, and amendment based on these ever-changing conditions. 

The municipal sector is complex. In complex contexts, “right answers can’t be ferreted 

out. . . . [As is often noted,] the whole is far more than the sum of its parts” (Snowden & Boone, 

2007, p. 5) and in many cases “we can understand why things happen only in retrospect” (p. 5). 

MacGillivray (2018) stated, “Complex environments are inherently dynamic and fluid” (p. 2). 

Leaders face many challenges and temptations, and those “who try to impose order in a complex 

context will fail, but those who set the stage, step back a bit, allow patterns to emerge, and 

determine which ones are desirable will succeed” (MacGillivray, 2018, p. 5). Having the 

wherewithal to allow solutions to emerge requires patience, which may come from experience or 

an openness to solutions emerging from new avenues, different ways of doing, or previously 

unexplored ideas. 
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Municipalities tend to be more organizationally structured than some other types of 

organizations; as a result, it is helpful to briefly discuss hierarchical leadership wherein an 

individual’s role or title presumes leadership (Conger & Pearce, 2003). In a hierarchical 

organization, individuals within the structure are under the direction of those structurally above 

them (Weber, 2009). Often, leadership is viewed through a mindset that looks to the individual, 

the figurehead, the one on top of the organizational chart, which works well within a hierarchical 

structure. In a municipality, CAOs sit at the narrow point of the organizational hourglass: they 

lead up to the mayor and members of the council, down to their staff, and out to the community, 

partner agencies, and other organizations (Siegel, 2015). Some might argue that the role of CAO 

has remained largely unchanged, evidenced by the fact that although more than two decades 

have passed since its writing, Plunkett’s (1994) monograph remains the definitive work on the 

role and responsibilities of the CAO; however, others might contend that the lack of literature 

identifies this as a gap in current research or study. While some have stated “leadership is not 

about your title” (Bennett, 2016, p. 87) or dismissed the idea as a myth (Kouzes & Posner, 2016), 

it is generally assumed that the CAO is the administrative leader of a municipality (Siegel, 

2010). Holm and Fairhurst (2018) argued hierarchical leadership does not necessarily exclude 

shared or distributed forms of leadership; rather, the two can coexist successfully with clarity 

from the leader, as illustrated by MacGillivray (2018) in her discussion of the relationship 

between a CAO and a police chief. Uhl-Bien and Marion (2009) further contended that 

complexity leadership theory applied to bureaucratic structures could help address the gap 

between hierarchically structured organizations and the adaptive, responsive, emergent ways 

staff accomplish the work of that organization. However, not all researchers agreed that 
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hierarchical and shared leadership could successfully coexist. Some argued a hierarchical model 

of leadership does not empower the workforce to lead themselves (Solomon & Steyn, 2017) 

while others contended that, even in highly hierarchical public-sector contexts, everyone can be a 

leader (MacGillivray, 2018). The CAO is in an excellent position to provide leadership, but that 

does not necessarily mean they always do. Although the academic literature I have reviewed 

does not reflect it, the role of the CAO has become increasingly complex in recent decades and 

the breadth of responsibility for each municipality continues to grow. Unfortunately, little 

academic research has been completed to date to increase the current body of knowledge. 

Recently, multilevel governance has gained momentum in Canada and has been explored 

as a way for governmental bodies to collaborate on large issues such as climate change 

(e.g., Curry, 2018; Dale, Burch, Robinson, & Strashok, 2018) and healthcare (e.g., Touati, 

Maillet, Paquette, Denis, & Rodriguez, 2018; Wilson, 2004); however, the overarching concept 

of multilevel governance is not yet well defined (Tortola, 2017). Given the increasing change 

and complexity for municipalities, multilevel governance could provide helpful tools for future 

work theory, structure, and practice. 

In 2014 and 2015, two studies were conducted, each examining leaders in the Canadian 

municipal sector: one focused on many CAOs and the other focused on a few specific CAOs. 

The first study, which surveyed 214 Canadian CAOs, sought to understand the demographic 

profile of those in the role (O’Flynn & Mau, 2014). The second study focused on five CAOs the 

study’s author considered successful, exploring the leadership traits each had developed (Siegel, 

2015). Although conducted on leaders in the same roles, the focus of each study was distinct. In 

the first study, O’Flynn and Mau (2014) showed there was a lack of demographic diversity 
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(gender, ethnic background, age) represented by Canadian CAOs and further highlighted 

challenges posed by the age of the vast majority, with over 42% of respondents between 45 and 

55 years old and an additional 40% of respondents over the age of 55. The authors stated, 

One of the most significant challenges facing municipalities is how to replace the 

experience and expertise of the large number of CAOs in the twilight of their careers and 

to do so in a way that ensures a greater degree of representativeness. (O’Flynn & Mau, 

2014, p. 167) 

O’Flynn and Mau (2014) acknowledged that while “there is no clear career pathway to becoming 

a municipal CAO” (p. 167), the role of the CAO is “critically important, yet sorely neglected” 

(p. 168) before finally sounding the alarm for an impending shift: 

Given the demographic profile of the Canadian CAO community, there will be a 

significant renewal in this position in the next decade. Good governance necessitates that 

municipalities take action and plan for this impending change by both hiring more 

women and visible minorities into these key administrative posts and ensuring that all 

aspiring CAOs possess the requisite managerial and leadership skills to succeed in this 

challenging position. (p. 168) 

Six years after it was published, the findings of this inquiry support the continued relevance of 

O’Flynn and Mau’s (2014) work. 

The second study focused on five Canadian CAOs, and the author concluded municipal 

leadership had changed primarily in two ways for CAOs in recent years (Siegel, 2015). The first 

change was that the practice of leadership has ceased to be an individual pursuit and further that 

singular governance no longer works, yet most municipalities are structured with the CAO—a 
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singular leader—as organizational head (Siegel, 2015). The second change was that followers are 

no longer passive recipients of leadership; rather, these individuals have an influence on the 

leadership they experience. As a result of these two revelations, Siegel (2015) stated, “The mark 

of a great contemporary leader is no longer the ability ‘to command over us,’ but the ability to 

motivate undecided followers and to assemble a good team of people who will help the leader 

achieve goals” (pp. 233–234). While O’Flynn and Mau (2014) looked for patterns within general 

demographic and career data, Siegel (2015) honed specifically on facets of five CAOs. Leaders 

could learn from the list of qualities CAOs had mastered in Siegel’s (2015) book; however, the 

resource does not provide explicit direction for leadership development. O’Flynn and Mau 

(2014) acknowledged gaps in the municipal sector and the need for additional academic study; 

however, they did not provide specific leadership development advice for emerging leaders. 

Neither study was intended to be a leadership development tool yet both studies provided a 

wealth of information for leaders in the sector. Some studies of leadership development in the 

federal and provincial public sector have been published in recent decades (for example, see 

Glenn, 2012; Government of Canada, 2016; Ingraham & Getha-Taylor, 2004; Seidle, Fernandez, 

& Perry, 2016), however a thorough review of the federal public service leadership development 

programs is beyond the scope of this inquiry. 

As Kouzes and Posner (2012) noted, “The best leaders are the best learners” (p. 335). 

Good leadership is a perpetual learning journey (Bushe, 2009b; Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011; 

Dhiman, 2011; Goleman et al., 2013; Senge, 2006; Short, 1998; Weisbord, 2012), which I 

believe encompasses discovery, change, experimentation, failure, risk taking, and trying again. 

Leaders in any type of organization can transform their sphere of influence into a learning 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 45 

environment; their learning journey can become an example for the rest of the organization 

(Senge, 2006). This decision to learn is a stark turning point for some and a simple course 

correction for others; the unifying trait is the requirement for an attitude of learning when facing 

any situation or challenge, followed quickly by action. 

Workplace Education, Learning, and Development 

Learning can take many forms. To provide a foundation for the discussion of workplace 

learning, it is helpful to explore the concept of learning in three categories: formal, nonformal, 

and informal education (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974). Coombs and Ahmed (1974) defined formal 

education as “the highly institutionalized, chronologically graded and hierarchically structured 

‘education system’” (p. 8), which often takes place in school-based environments or curricula, 

such as degrees, certificates, and other credentialed programs. For those who work in municipal 

sector, this could include programs like the National Advanced Certificate of Local Authority 

Administration, a degree in urban planning, or a Master of Public Administration program. These 

same authors defined nonformal education as “any organized, systematic, educational activity 

carried on outside the framework of the formal system to provide selected types of learning to 

particular subgroups in the population” (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974, p. 8), which could include 

conferences, seminars, webinars, and other noncredentialled learning opportunities. A few 

examples could include professional associations’ annual conference sessions, sector-specific 

seminars and retreats, or individual courses offered through a local learning institution. Informal 

education was defined as “the lifelong process by which every person acquires and accumulates 

knowledge, skills, attitudes and insights from daily experiences and exposure to the environment 

. . . unorganized and often unsystematic; yet it accounts for the great bulk of any person’s total 
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lifetime learning” (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974, p. 8). In the municipal context, this could include 

learning through special projects, experiential on-the-job training, or temporary internal 

reassignments. 

Building on these definitions, La Belle (1982) argued, “All individuals are engaged in 

learning experiences at all times, from planned, compulsory and intentional to unplanned, 

voluntary and incidental” (p. 159). This expanded notion of constant learning speaks to the 

attitude of the individual viewing each moment as a learning opportunity. Cross (2009) stated, 

“Learning is formal when someone other than the learner sets curriculum” (p. 16), and yet “80 

percent of the way people learn their jobs is informal” (Cross, 2014, p. 16). Furthermore, 

organizations spend far more on formal learning than informal learning (Cross, 2015). For the 

purpose of this thesis, formal learning will refer to formal education and nonformal education as 

defined by Coombs and Ahmed (1974), which have curricula set by others, not the learner 

(Cross, 2009). Subsequently, informal learning includes experiential, on-the-job learning, and 

communities of practice (CoPs). Both formal and informal types of learning are important. 

One form of informal learning takes place within one or several CoPs. The 

acknowledgement that CoPs exist is relatively recent, although learning from those who have 

experience is “age-old” (Wenger, 2011, p. 1). Wenger (2011) stated, “Communities of practice 

are formed by people who engage in a process of collective learning in a shared domain of 

human endeavor” (p. 1). This collective endeavour generally coalesces around “a common 

concern or problem to solve” (Mercieca, 2018, p. 3), which could include anything from 

providing for basic needs to handling complex social or political situations. CoPs often arise in 

response to emerging circumstances and span organizational and other jurisdictional boundaries. 
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In some professions, knowledge that has been passed on informally through generations 

of craftsmen and skilled workers has been slowly pushed aside in favour of formal education 

(Messmann, Segers, & Dochy, 2018). Work has become increasingly complex and employers 

require more from their staff, which in turn necessitates additional staff development (Messmann 

et al., 2018). Formal learning programs can create consistency not only for the learners and those 

teaching, but also for those hiring program graduates because a specific standard has been set for 

those credentials. However, formal programs could also create an accompanying set of 

challenges, as their content may not be responsive to context, complexity, or varying systems. 

The costs of formal learning can be proportionally higher because municipalities spend less on 

formal education than private companies (Kernaghan, Marson, & Borins, 2000). Furthermore, 

municipalities are tasked with stretching their funding such that formal learning or development 

budgets may be viewed as wasteful and can seem simple to eliminate in the case of funding 

scarcity. In one study, the authors found that public sector supervisors were more engaged with 

informal learning and posited that this was due to the connection between participants learning, 

career aspirations, and the meaningfulness of their work (Cunningham & Hillier, 2013). While 

informal learning can be relevant to current context, it can also vary, depending on those guiding, 

those learning, and each unique situation. 

Some public organizations have created their own leadership development framework or 

training. Public Service Canada has approached their leadership development framework from a 

competency approach wherein leaders at different organizational levels are expected to develop 

specific competencies (Government of Canada, 2016). One Canadian municipality has created a 

training program for staff that weaves together formal and informal learning. Although the York 
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Region is in Ontario, its leadership development program holds relevant similarities for 

municipalities in Alberta. 

York Region’s environmental services department implemented an internal learning 

program comprised of 70% experiential learning, 20% social learning, and 10% formal learning 

(Yu & Edwards, 2016). This model reflects the 70-20-10 proportions stated by Lombardo and 

Eichinger (2000), wherein they posited that development happened through workplace 

assignments, relationships with people, and courses, respectively. In the case of York Region, 

experiential learning included “on-the-job tasks” (Yu & Edwards, 2016, p. 21), social learning 

occurred “with and through others, such as peer coaching and mentoring” (p. 21), and formal 

learning was defined as “learning in structured environments, such as online programs, 

webinars, and in-person training sessions” (pp. 21–22). Yu and Edwards’s (2016) description of 

formal learning aligns with both formal and nonformal education, as defined by Coombs and 

Ahmed (1974) and the York Region’s definitions for experiential and social learning split 

Coombs and Ahmed’s (1974) way of describing of informal learning into two components. The 

York Region formal learning module was translated into experiential and social learning through 

leadership challenges wherein staff had to apply what they gained through the formal learning in 

a gamification of that content (Yu & Edwards, 2016). By taking what was learned in a formal 

environment and translating it into practical experience, the formal learning became experiential 

learning for those involved. 

Participants of a different study identified the informal learning that occurred in their 

workplace as “learning relationships, learning opportunities enlarging or redesigning their jobs, 

and learning opportunities enriching their jobs” (Cunningham & Hillier, 2013, p. 49). The same 
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study suggested a more planned approach to informal workplace learning and argued the 

learning must be purposefully constructed because both the structure and content of informal 

learning are equally important (Cunningham & Hillier, 2013). The Canadian Department of 

Defence proved the effectiveness of a leadership development program that was, “A combination 

of coaching, classroom instruction, multisource feedback, and experiential training has a decided 

impact on individual leader performance and organizational effectiveness” (Seidle, Fernandez, & 

Perry, 2016, p. 611). The York Region learning program showed one way of designing and 

delivering workplace learning and development within a municipality. Cross (2014) contended, 

“Informal learning is the primary way people learn to do their jobs” (p. 407). The literature 

shows that experiential, informal learning is a foundational cornerstone of successful practice in 

any field or discipline. 

Although not directly focused on public sector leadership development, the need to 

practice, reflect, and unlearn transcends sectors and roles. Kouzes and Posner (2012) asserted, 

“What truly differentiates the expert performers from the good performers is hours of deliberate 

practice” (p. 336); however, practice alone may not be enough. Before learning new ways of 

doing, organizations must unlearn the old ways because “the inability to dispose of outdated 

knowledge may become a major hindrance to learning or innovation (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2004; Fernandez et al., 2012)” (Matsuo, 2018, p. 50). This unlearning “depends on changing 

their mental models as much as relying on acquiring new information” (Boerma, 2011, p. 557). 

Staff and organizations need to be given time to critically reflect on past practice successes and 

challenges to make the most of new learning (Kouzes, 1998; Matsuo, 2018). As a result, 
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providing staff with informal workplace learning opportunities that are social, hands-on, and 

provide staff time to reflect on past successes and challenges ultimately benefits the organization. 

As Yu and Edwards (2016) described, social learning included mentoring and coaching. 

For the purposes of this thesis, social learning includes formal and informal mentoring, 

coaching, and CoPs (Wenger, 2011). Mentoring is a relationship between two individuals in 

which one is experienced and the other is emerging and the structure may be formal or informal 

(Wanberg, Welsh, & Hezlett, 2003). Formal mentoring relationships are often assigned within an 

organization, whereas informal mentoring relationships emerge organically and may occur 

outside a single organization (Wanberg et al., 2003). Depending on the arrangement, formal 

mentoring pairs may be structured in their interaction, in the purpose or intended outcome of the 

relationship, or in having a timeline during which to accomplish specific goals (Wanberg et al., 

2003). Mentoring within an organization has been linked to collective success, whether that 

mentoring is with someone in a senior role, a subordinate, or someone in a cross-functional role 

(DeLong, Gabarro, & Lees, 2008). Furthermore, the benefits of mentoring transcend current 

relationships and pave the way for a better leadership practice long-term for both the mentor and 

mentee (Middlebrooks & Haberkorn, 2009). It is important to ensure the individuals in the 

mentoring pair are compatible to set the relationship up for success (Chopin, Danish, Seers, & 

Hook, 2013). 

While informal mentorships can evolve organically and formal mentorships can be 

initiated through an organizational process or structure, a coaching relationship often has specific 

goals that the person being coached wants to achieve (Britton, 2015). Like mentoring, coaching 

is not a one-time interaction; rather, it is an ongoing relationship (Britton, 2015). Coaching 
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support is useful in times of professional transitions such as a promotion (Terblanche, Albertyn, 

& van Coller-Peter, 2017), when used as targeted development, or as an aspect of succession 

planning (Lawrence & Whyte, 2012). Unlike mentoring, coaching can be conducted between a 

coach and a small group, which can create the opportunity for peer mentoring and accountability 

among participants (Britton, 2015). A coaching relationship may be organizationally internal or 

may occur through hiring an external consultant, whereas mentoring is generally free, whether 

internal or external. The costs of each alternative may highlight mentoring as more appealing for 

municipalities (Doyle, 2015); however, coaches may have a specific expertise to develop 

targeted competencies or awareness through their coaching engagement. 

A CoP is a learning community, and under the right conditions CoPs are a “privileged 

locus for the creation of knowledge” (Wenger, 1998, p. 214). Wenger (2011) further stated, 

“Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something 

they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (p. 1). Through exploring and 

sharing their passion on a specific topic, individuals within a CoP expand their practice 

(Mercieca, 2018). This knowledge creation is possible when passionate individuals across the 

spectrum of experience come together to reimagine a new reality and make a difference. 

While leaders may learn somewhat differently depending on their individual experiences, 

senior and emerging leaders’ learning is connected. One way emerging leaders learn to lead is by 

watching the example of others; through observation of and interaction with senior counterparts, 

emerging leaders can develop their own practice (Yeager & Callahan, 2016). Emerging leaders 

also learn by doing, which can include “embedding leadership development in real work” 

(Gurdjian, Halbeisen, & Lane, 2014). This can connect emerging and senior leader through a 
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mentoring relationship or a CoP and provide the opportunity for emerging leaders to learn in an 

organic way. 

Municipalities could begin to create their own internal model of leadership development 

by engaging with senior leaders internally to help create programs for emerging leaders, a 

practice that has worked in private sector organizations (Longnecker & Insch, 2018). Drawing an 

organization’s top leaders into the leadership development creation process engages both the 

senior leaders helping to create the program as well as the emerging leaders who see their 

organizational leaders investing in the development of others. Prewitt (2003) contended, 

“Leaders in senior management positions must understand the significance of their own 

behaviour in the value placed on learning and realign their assumptions about productive work to 

support continuous learning and development” (p. 61). Although not specifically written for 

municipalities or public sector bodies, Prewitt’s (2003) statement is relevant for administrative 

leaders. In sharing their experience with emerging leaders, senior leaders are able to reflect on 

what has served them well or has been an impediment in their roles. Van Wart (2013) stated, 

“Understanding the lessons of leadership is important in order that those aspiring to leadership 

may identify their strengths and weaknesses and improve themselves, as well as leadership in 

their organizations” (p. 553). Learning the lessons of experience is important across all sectors. 

Furthermore, Akers (2018) contended, “Current and future leaders alike will need to start 

asking questions, seeking out new information and forming their own opinions. They will need 

to develop their ability to be curious and seek out different solutions to every problem” (p. 4). 

When senior leaders choose a path of learning and curiosity, the emerging leaders learning from 

them and the rest of the organization follows that lead. In fact, some have argued that the most 
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important leader–follower relationship is between a leader and their direct reports (Bushe, 2009a; 

Goleman et al., 2013). Based on what I have been able to source for this thesis, the academic 

literature on the topic of leadership development specifically targeted toward senior leaders is 

sparse in comparison to what has been created for emerging leaders. Once a leader is established, 

there is little scholarly literature on further development for their needs, and even less related to 

senior leaders in the Canadian municipal sector. Perhaps this is because, regardless of role, 

leaders are learners and there is always room for emergence and growth. 

Reflecting on the work of a civil servant, Weeden (2015) stated, “The work we do 

matters. The challenges we’re facing require new approaches, strong relationships, and an ability 

to come to the table not simply as a job title, but as a complex human being” (p. 6). As these 

individuals collaborate in relationships, their own journey of personal mastery will become more 

important. Rodriguez and Rodriguez (2015) contended, “Leadership is going to be a matter of 

discovering the positive energy in each person, to stimulate the best in every individual and 

develop the potential of everybody” (p. 862). When he wrote about leaderful organizations, in 

any sector, Raelin (2005) argued, “Anyone who works with others in any capacity is capable of 

exerting leadership” (p. 18). Some might disagree and argue that leadership development should 

be focused only on the rising stars in an organization; however, as discussed in this chapter, there 

are forms of leadership development that can be effective and fiscally responsible. Furthermore, 

regardless of the role or title each individual is an example to those in their circle of influence. 

Leadership development is up to each individual to develop the leader within every person. 
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Chapter 2 Summary 

In this chapter, I reviewed relevant literature about the municipal context, leadership in 

municipalities, and learning in the workplace. Firstly, I began with a clarification of the scope for 

this inquiry and literature review which explores leadership development in Alberta’s municipal 

sector. Secondly, I discussed the municipal context in contrast with private sector, the motivation 

of meaningfulness in work for public servants, and the role of CAO. Thirdly, I considered the 

concept of leadership from a general perspective, relative to relationships, as an organizational 

position, and the distinction of CAO as a leadership role. Finally, I discussed the different ways 

in which education, learning, and development can take place. In Chapter 3, I discuss the inquiry 

methodology, the methods I used for data collection and analysis, and the ethical considerations 

of the inquiry. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Research Approach 

In this chapter, I detail the path I took to conduct this inquiry by discussing the 

methodology, its theoretical underpinnings, participant selection, and the methods used to 

support the inquiry: How might the perspectives and experiences of senior leaders in Alberta 

municipalities inform leadership development for emerging leaders? In the first part of this 

chapter, I discuss the qualitative, action-oriented inquiry methodology and supporting literature 

followed by the envisioned inquiry plan. This plan includes a description of the participant 

selection process and data collection methods. Next, I discuss how the study conduct actually 

occurred, including the participant selection process and data analysis before closing with ethical 

considerations related to this inquiry and its participants. 

This inquiry was qualitative and used action research engagement (ARE; Rowe, Graf, 

Agger-Gupta, Piggot-Irvine, & Harris, 2013) as an action-oriented methodology. Qualitative 

research has a long, substantial history (Atkinson & Delamont, 2010). It is inquiry that “aims at 

understanding the meaning of human interaction” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 248) and asks about 

participant experiences and ideas on a particular topic (Firmin, 2008). Qualitative research was 

the right overarching fit for this inquiry because it allows for in-depth exploration of participant 

experiences and interpretation of the data to share the opportunities that surface through the 

inquiry. While I conducted a primarily qualitative study, I used some quantitative questions that 

produced some numerical data; however, I did not employ any statistical analysis. The 

distinction between qualitative and quantitative data is relatively recent (Atkinson & Delamont, 

2010). Schwandt (2007) clearly differentiated the two and stated, “The clearest use of the 
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adjective is to distinguish between qualitative data—nonnumeric data in the form of words—and 

quantitative data—numeric data” (p. 248). 

The overarching umbrella of qualitative research can be viewed as an originating source 

of many different kinds of inquiry, including action research (AR). AR is a broad form of inquiry 

and its definition is widely discussed (Argyris, 1985; Gergen & Gergen, 2015; Greenwood & 

Levin, 2011; Herr & Anderson, 2005; Lewin, 1948; Reason & Bradbury, 2008; Stringer, 2014; 

Torbert & Taylor, 2008; Whitehead & McNiff, 2006). Two key components of AR are, firstly, 

the researcher–participant relationships, wherein participants are cocreators of the inquiry and, 

secondly, the action and reflection cycles, which occur throughout the inquiry process (Heron, 

2014; Reason & Bradbury, 2008; Whitehead, 2014). Reflection is such a crucial part of the AR 

cycle that Schön (1995) called for a rethinking of academia’s epistemology wherein the new 

model of scholarship shows the importance of “a practitioner’s reflection in and on action” 

(p. 34). In describing this action and reflection cycle, some contended that Lewin, widely 

regarded as a forefather of AR, “reconceived knowing and doing in a cyclical relationship in 

which the quality of one was the quality of the other” (Bradbury, Mirvis, Neilsen, & Pasmore, 

2017, p. 90). The typical AR cycles of action and reflection take more time than was 

recommended for this thesis process, with further action being handed off to the partner 

organization early in the process; as a result, ARE was a better fit for this inquiry. The ARE 

approach is defined as: 

A cyclical process of inquiry, dialogue and deliberation that aims to lead organizational 

members to: shift in attitudes toward change; open understanding of different points of 

view on issues and opportunities for change; identify potential approaches to challenges 
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and barriers; generate vision/goals, strategies and actions; and lead to viable action plans 

for sustainable change. (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 6) 

The ARE methodology was effective for this inquiry because its approach integrates well 

with the ongoing leadership development conversations happening in municipal circles across 

Alberta. Leaders in the sector know that the leadership development process needs to improve, 

for both emerging leaders and the sake of all Alberta municipalities. Throughout this inquiry, 

leaders were eager to participate with the intention of helping others and sector-wide leadership 

development to move that improvement forward. Notably, the findings of this thesis indicate 

leadership development in the sector is shifting toward the goals of ARE, including a reframing 

of current challenges and opportunities in leadership development. The thesis recommendations 

call for action to improve the leadership development model. 

Furthermore, the inquiry engaged participants across the province so that the LGAA can 

learn for future action. As the LGAA does not supervise these participants, the ARE inquiry 

initiated the engagement process that has the potential to transform leadership development 

across the municipal sector in ways not previously imagined. Rowe et al.’s (2013) ARE model 

embodied many of the general goals of this inquiry by asking how to collectively make the sector 

better, inspiring a sector-sized vision, determining what might impede improved leadership 

development, and seeking ways to attain that vision together across the province. I had several 

conversations with the then-current LGAA president throughout the inquiry process. Although 

not a typical or formalized cycle, we discussed leadership development within the sector, the 

current state of leadership development for emerging leaders, and vision for the future, which 

subsequently informed and shifted the inquiry in small but meaningful ways. These small shifts 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 58 

included an observation she had made or her use of a word or phrase, which provided content for 

comparison, contrast, or consideration. Through these conversations, the survey responses, and 

the interviews, a picture of potential began to surface for emerging leaders and leadership 

development, possible pitfalls for emerging leaders, municipalities, and councils, and an 

excitement began to build. In the next section, I discuss the intended inquiry plan, followed by 

the “Study Conduct” section of this chapter wherein I describe how the inquiry process actually 

transpired. 

Participants 

Inquiry participants were municipal CAOs and their directors from cities, towns, and 

villages across Alberta. An abbreviated list of municipal categories is included in Table 1; see 

Appendix A for the complete list of 211 municipalities out of a total of 334 that were invited to 

participate. I split the municipalities based on a review of census data from across Alberta and 

grouped them based on what appeared to be naturally occurring gaps between groupings of 

municipal populations. Subsequently, I labelled each category with a letter, for my own data 

organization purposes. I assigned each group a letter, beginning with the largest populations in 

Group A and those with the smallest populations in Group F. There are 11 different provincial 

categories for municipalities across Alberta. To optimize focus, the participant group did not 

include senior leaders for counties, First Nations, improvement districts, Métis settlements, 

municipal districts, specialized districts, specialized municipalities, or summer villages. I 

selected this participant group to target leaders in municipalities with year-round urban 

populations. It was my assumption that this group of leaders would have comparable experiences 

being that their municipalities were for urban-based populations, even if that population was 
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quite small. Some municipalities in Alberta are large organizations with hundreds of staff while 

others are quite small and in some cases the CAO is the only employee. The diversity of 

participants and their unique histories coalesced in the inquiry, which enhanced the breadth of 

the data and provided a depth of understanding and insight that was significant within the 

findings, conclusions, and recommendations. 

Table 1 

Thesis Municipal Categories 

Municipal Population Thesis Category Invited 

More than 500,000 Group A 2 
Between 50,000 and 500,000 Group B 6 
Between 15,000 and 50,000 Group C 10 
Between 5,000 and 15,000 Group D 33 
Between 1,000 and 5,000 Group E 64 
Fewer than 1,000 Group F 96 

Note. Municipalities were grouped based on population numbers from the most recent census 
data (Government of Alberta, 2018a). 

Survey. I used an electronic survey for the first of two data collection methods. I emailed 

the 211 potential CAO respondents and invited them to complete the online survey. This email 

and letter of invitation are included in Appendices B and C. These documents asked the CAOs to 

forward the email and invitation letter to their senior leaders, which I estimated to be 

approximately 150 individuals, resulting in a form of snowball sampling wherein initial recruits 

subsequently draft additional respondents (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). The total estimated 

number of potential electronic survey respondents was approximately 360, to which I anticipated 

50 responses. As a result of the exclusion criteria, 123 CAOs and possibly 100 directors were not 

included, reducing the number of potential participants by approximately two fifths. I assumed 
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that potential respondents had a municipal email address, and because the survey was planned 

for online administration, only municipal leaders with access to the Internet were able to 

participate in the survey and subsequent interview. 

Interview. The second data collection method was a telephone interview. At the end of 

the survey, I asked all respondents to indicate their interest in a follow-up interview. The 

interview email, information letter, and final interview script are included in Appendices D, E, 

and F. I hoped to interview the first CAO and director from each of the six groups of 

municipalities listed in Table 1 and Appendix A, which I divided based on the most recent 

census numbers. I assumed each interview would take approximately 30 minutes, I anticipated 6 

hours of recorded data with two interviewees from each of six population categories, for a total 

of 12 interviews. I hoped these 12 interviews would provide further insight into leadership 

development in municipalities of varying population sizes. Given that senior leaders are busy, 

there was some flexibility built into each interview; in other words, I intended to adjust the 

length of each interview depending upon each individual’s answers and the time the interviewee 

had available. I discuss the final number of participants in the “Study Conduct” section of this 

chapter. 

Inquiry team. In the early stages of the inquiry, I gathered an inquiry team to assist me 

with piloting the survey questions and online format as well as the interview questions and flow. 

The purpose of this team was to provide additional insight to the data collection questions and 

process. They neither had access to any of the survey or interview data nor were they involved in 

the data analysis. The inquiry team comprised professional and academic colleagues who were 

ineligible to participate in the inquiry, but who have worked in municipal leadership positions in 
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Canada. The inquiry team member agreement form is included in Appendix G. All team 

members provided helpful insight that contributed to the inquiry. 

Data Collection Methods 

While ARE recommends the use of a group method (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 25), this was 

not selected due to the geographic location of participants across the province. After consulting 

with the President of the LGAA board, I decided to use online surveys followed by telephone 

interviews for data collection. I designed the survey intending to understand what kinds of 

leadership development senior leaders found they used most in their roles as well as leadership 

development advice they would give to emerging leaders. During the interviews, I planned to 

expand on the ideas shared in the survey responses with the telephone interviews. 

Electronic survey. In consultation with my partner organization, I chose an electronic 

survey for a variety of reasons. Firstly, online surveys are not constrained by physical distance, 

meaning that the respondent group was not limited by being geographically spread across the 

province, although lack of an Internet connection would prevent participation. Secondly, because 

the survey was simple to follow and complete, it could collect more responses than a traditional 

paper survey (Ruel, Wagner, & Gillespie, 2018). Thirdly, a survey of this type preserves 

anonymity, facilitating a safe environment for honest answers. Fowler (2009) argued, “Sensitive 

information is more frequently, and almost certainly more accurately, reported in self-

administered modes than when interviewers ask the questions” (p. 74). It was my hope that the 

survey would facilitate a depth of honesty that may not have been possible with use of other 

methods. Finally, a survey can provide a relatively simple way to organize the data it generates 

to look for themes, relationships, and connections within the responses. 
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Although surveys do not tend to have an exceptional return rate (Saldaña & Omasta, 

2018), I anticipated a higher than typical response because the survey invitation mentioned my 

collaboration with the LGAA as the inquiry partner organization. While most of the survey 

questions were qualitative, a few were quantitative. The purpose of the quantitative questions 

was to provide a simple way to categorize the data, such as the municipal population or number 

of years in leadership, both of which were indicated by each respondent. As a result, I was able 

to capitalize on the strengths of simplified categorization while not losing the depth of 

information shared in the qualitative answers (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016). 

Authors such as Fowler (2009) stated that use of interviews after surveys can fill in noted 

gaps. If, after analyzing the survey data, it appeared as though there might be diverging ideas or 

anomalies, these could be explored further in the interviews. The survey contained several 

different types of questions, including demographic, experience-related, and open-ended 

questions. Approximately half of the survey questions required an answer and the other half were 

optional. Given that “no single technique is perfect for all information-gathering purposes; each 

has its own strengths and weaknesses” (Barnes, 2017, p. 39), I anticipated that a combination of 

open and closed questions would provide a broad range of responses (Barnes, 2017). 

I was influenced by appreciative inquiry (AI) in that the inquiry questions focused on 

possibilities and potential (Bushe, 2012; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). Primarily, AI focuses 

on strengths rather than weaknesses, successes instead of failures; it guides participants to focus 

on the wins, positives, and benefits in any situation (Cooperrider, 2012). I planned to group 

survey responses based on the municipal population size groupings listed in Table 1 and 

Appendix A as well as the number of years in leadership indicated by each respondent. I thought 
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these categories would provide insight in an easy-to-organize format. The email inviting survey 

participants is in Appendix B, the letter of invitation to participate is in Appendix C, and the 

survey preamble and questions are included in Appendices H and I. 

Telephone interviews. In consultation with my partner organization, I chose interviews 

as the second method of data collection for several reasons. Firstly, the interviews occurred via 

telephone call, meaning that geographic location was not a limiting factor to participation. 

Secondly, interviewees were in their own offices, which may have assisted in creating the feeling 

of a safe space, and interviewees were free to speak their truth in service of the research. As the 

interview questions were structured (Olsen, 2012; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), the order and 

content of the questions could remain consistent throughout each interview (Firmin, 2008). 

Finally, interviewees were able to explore the questions and subsequent answers as thoroughly as 

they desired, which provided a depth of data. 

The interview questions were all qualitative with an “appreciative” (Bushe, 2012, p. 8) 

approach. In writing about AI, Bushe (2013) contended, “Teams, organizations and society 

evolve in whatever direction we collectively, passionately and persistently ask questions about” 

(p. 1), an approach which fits well with the overall inquiry. Appreciative questions are positive, 

future focused, and look for possibilities. The questions explored interviewees’ ideas about their 

leadership practice, how it was formed, and what might support or hinder the leadership 

development of emerging leaders, both in their own organizations and across the sector. Through 

the interview, I wanted to hear the evolution of interviewees’ thoughts from one topic or idea to 

the next. All interview questions were optional, and interviewees could spend their available 
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time on topics that seemed most important to them. The final interview invitation email, letter, 

and the interview script and questions are included in Appendices D, E, and F, respectively. 

Table 2 

Inquiry Participants per each Thesis Category 

Municipal Population Thesis Category Survey Interview 

More than 500,000 Group A 0 0 
Between 50,000 and 500,000 Group B 0 0 
Between 15,000 and 50,000 Group C 7 2 
Between 5,000 and 15,000 Group D 15 7 
Between 1,000 and 5,000 Group E 13 3 
Fewer than 1,000 Group F 16 5 

Note. Municipalities were grouped based on population numbers from the most recent census 
data (Government of Alberta, 2018a). 

Study Conduct 

Parts of the study conduct rolled out as anticipated while others did not. After pilot-

testing the survey questions with the inquiry team, I made minor adjustments to the flow, 

terminology, and answer options. I built the survey online in SurveyMonkey (n.d.). Initially, I 

anticipated that there would be approximately 50 survey respondents; however, I received 

answers from 52 respondents. After the first few days of survey responses were submitted, I 

reviewed the preliminary data. I then conducted a practice interview with a member of the 

inquiry team and subsequently adjusted some terminology in certain questions as well as the 

order of the questions. Before the first interview, I reviewed the survey data that had 

accumulated to date once more to reflect on the relevance and flow of the interview question 

terminology, content, and order again. It seemed as though there were no major gaps or 

anomalies in the data that required additional exploration, so the interview questions remained as 
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they were planned. After this review, I did not change the interview script. After the survey had 

been live for approximately one week, I discovered that I had not included a deadline by which 

to respond so I sent out a reminder email to all CAOs who had been invited to participate, 

requested they fill out the survey, and gave a deadline for response; this email is included in 

Appendix J. Once the survey was closed and the final survey data set complete, I analyzed the 

data for themes. 

As previously noted, I intended to interview the first CAO and director to volunteer from 

each of the six population categories, as shown in Table 1 and Appendix A; however, the actual 

process of interviewee selection differed slightly. There were no respondents in the two largest 

population categories, so I consulted with my then-current academic supervisor to determine 

next steps. As a result, I decided to invite all 18 eligible prospective volunteers to complete 

interviews. All received the interview invitation email, letter, and interview script, which are 

included in Appendices D, E, and F. One volunteer did not respond; as a result, the final data set 

included 17 interviews. Some interviewees were limited by time constraints and were unable to 

answer all questions in the script due to the amount of time they had spent on the first few 

questions or questions that piqued their interest; in these cases, I focused on questions about how 

emerging leaders might be developed across the sector, the topic at the heart of this inquiry. The 

interviews ranged from approximately 18 minutes to nearly 45 minutes. I indicate the number of 

answers beside each interview question in Appendix F. 

I conducted each interview and used audio recordings to complete verbatim 

transcriptions. While conducting the interviews, I allowed for silent pause strategically to 

provide interviewees time to explore the connections between their experience, insights, and 
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ideas on the potential to develop emerging leaders within the municipal sector. After each 

interview, I sent a draft transcript to each interviewee for confirmation and approval prior to 

inclusion in the data. At this point, interviewees were able to amend answers they had given or 

withdraw from the inquiry; however, none chose to withdraw. Changes to the draft transcript 

ranged from a few minor edits to removal of certain sections of their answers or addition of ideas 

they wanted to include after reading the conversation. Once I had completed the interview data 

collection, I sent an email to thank interviewees for their participation and notify them that the 

interview data collection phase of the inquiry was now closed; that email is included in 

Appendix K. Once the data collection was complete and I began the analysis, my initial thesis 

supervisor decided the inquiry would benefit from the oversight of a more seasoned faculty 

member, at which time I began working with the thesis supervisor named at the beginning of this 

thesis. 

Data Analysis 

The purpose of the data analysis section is to show the foundations for how the analysis 

occurred. I analyzed the information using Microsoft Excel spreadsheets to explore themes in the 

data. Given that I use spreadsheets in an expert level capacity, data organization using a known 

strength made more sense to me than trying to learn a new-to-me software while analyzing the 

substantial quantity and depth of data the inquiry created. Themes from the data flowed into the 

inquiry findings and conclusions, both of which are discussed in Chapter 4. Taylor-Powell and 

Renner (2003) stated, “As with all data, analysis and interpretation are required to bring order 

and understanding” (p. 1). I analyzed the data from both the survey and the interviews using 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheets individually as data sets, and then collectively by comparing the 
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data on large spreadsheets. I looked for common themes between the two data sets and then drew 

the themes from both data sets on one sheet to visually see any connections or relationships that 

might emerge. This comparison appears in the findings, conclusions, and recommendations; 

collectively, the survey and interview data formed the complete data set. Some of the data I 

collected could be summarized using descriptive statistics, such as number of years in a 

leadership position or municipal population; however, I did not complete a statistical or 

quantitative analysis on any of the data. Instead, I considered relationships amongst data. 

Survey analysis. After the survey was complete, SurveyMonkey (n.d.) provided two 

options for organizing the data; the first option included separate spreadsheets for each question 

and its responses, while the second consolidated all responses for the entire survey on a single 

spreadsheet. I used both types of data output provided by the online survey tool in the analysis. I 

began by reviewing the survey responses for each question in the order that responses appeared 

in the spreadsheets. Initially, I looked for themes and organized them based on the number of 

years the respondent had been in a leadership position or based on the population of their 

municipality. Once the data were organized by theme, I looked for subthemes, patterns, or 

contrasting responses. Most respondents stayed on topic for each answer; however, I noted terms 

and concepts in which the link to the question was less obvious. I noted that this often occurred 

when interviewees had not answered the question that was asked, used words that indicated 

ownership, or shared personal value statements. I looked further for key words and phrases that 

were given throughout the responses and analyzed the data for additional connections to other 

terms, concepts, or themes from other questions and responses. 
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Interview analysis. I conducted all of the interviews and transcribed each one. As a 

result, the first read-through of the data took place during transcription, which some consider a 

type of data analysis (Kowal & O’Connell, 2014). Once the interviewees confirmed that the 

transcript captured their answers, I put the transcriptions into spreadsheets, one spreadsheet for 

each interviewee (17) and a second for all answers to each question (12). I further split the 

information into separate cells based on themes. For example, if an interviewee told a story to 

illustrate a theme, that story would go in one cell and a summary of the theme the individual had 

described would go in the next cell. Themes that emerged through the interview data analysis are 

included in Appendix L. At times, interviewees would verbally wander through various concepts 

and would not address the question at hand; as part of the analysis, I flagged this information and 

then included it with answers to the relevant question. 

Collective analysis. As both the survey and the interviews achieved similar research 

goals, I reviewed the data separately first, then collectively. Some connections in the data were 

apparent across both data sets. For example, both groups clearly identified the same hindrances 

that might limit an emerging leader’s career progression. Other connections in the data were less 

obvious. Drawing on the primary and subquestions of the inquiry as well as the major themes 

from the data, I wrote the survey and interview data on a large piece of paper and physically 

drew connections that emerged. Once these connections appeared, I returned to the raw data and 

analysis in the spreadsheets to look for any other relationships, correlations, or distinctions in the 

data. I compared and contrasted the patterns within the survey data, the interview data, across the 

two data sets, and with the literature. Although the process as discussed sounds somewhat linear, 

it was actually quite iterative, and there were many cycles of reviewing survey data, rereading 
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interviews, exploring themes, discovering patterns and connections, and then repeating that 

process several times. 

I used coded labels to reference specific survey respondents and pseudonyms for 

interviewees to preserve anonymity. I coded survey respondents’ answers using the question 

number and answer number (e.g., Q17A04 would be the fourth response from the top of the list 

for Question 17, as exported from the online survey tool). A list of interviewee pseudonyms and 

a few facts about each are included in Appendix M. 

Data analysis and literature. Throughout the analysis, I identified themes and categories 

then examined the relationships and connections of these themes within the data sets (Ryan & 

Bernard, 2003; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018; Taylor-Powell & Renner, 2003). I used various data 

analysis approaches to analyze the data such as identifying themes (Ryan & Bernard, 2003), 

looking for patterns within the themes (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), and comparing and 

contrasting (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). For example, I compared answers from those who had been 

leaders for a long time to answers from newer leaders. The findings show how themes emerged 

from the data and through that evolution, I discovered relationships within the data (Saldaña, 

2008). Initially, I reviewed the survey data one question at a time, looking for broad themes 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Next, I used keywords and categories to code 

and quantify response themes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Kelle, 2004). This allowed me to group 

similar ideas and then look for relationships in respondents’ answers to other questions. Once I 

had completed this review of the survey data, I used the same methods in working through the 

interview data. Using a large piece of paper, I mapped out the various major themes across the 

page and looked for connections and distinctions between the survey and interview data. By 
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visually looking at the information on the page in front of me, I was able to see the data 

differently. For example, three themes that emerged were a clear understanding of available 

leadership development and training, a desire for additional leadership development and training, 

and ideas about the types of leadership development participants want or need. Being that these 

topics are all related to leadership development, they were grouped under the importance of 

leadership development, as the foundation for the relationship between these topics. These 

relationships, connections, and distinctions among the data are discussed further in Chapter 4. 

Credibility 

Credibility is a cornerstone of action upon which any research or inquiry is based. Jensen 

(2012) defined credibility as “the methodological procedures and sources used to establish a high 

level of harmony between the participants’ expressions and the researcher’s interpretations of 

them” (p. 138). This credibility should be clear to the inquiry participants and readers of the 

thesis document when they look at the research design (Jensen, 2012). Tracy (2010) stated, 

“Credible reports are those that readers feel trustworthy enough to act on and make decisions in 

line with” (p. 843). Credibility begins with clear identification of participants (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985) and “ensuring that the study results are an accurate reflection of the participants’ 

behaviours, attitudes, and opinions” (Andres, 2012, p. 116). I used triangulation to ask similar 

questions through different methods (Flick, 2019) so that I could compare and contrast individual 

responses within the survey, answers from the interviews, and the two data sets to each other 

(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Through this triangulation, the credibility of this inquiry increased 

(Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016) and connections emerged within the data. This credibility is also 

highlighted through “findings that make sense and persuade readers of the researcher’s efficacy” 
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(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 413). The findings, conclusions, and recommendations in this 

inquiry clearly show their credibility in that they are supported by the data and the literature 

(Seale, 2011). I shared a synopsis of the findings of this inquiry at an October 2019 LGAA Zone 

meeting, and participants doubled the time allotted for the presentation based on their enthusiasm 

to discuss ways to act on the research findings and recommendations. The outcomes of this 

inquiry will spur change throughout the sector, and because of the credibility within the inquiry, 

those who take action can have confidence in that action. 

Ethical Considerations 

Given that I do not work for the LGAA or have any personal or professional connection 

to the organization, there were no real or perceived concerns about a power imbalance or 

participants being coerced to participate in the study. Furthermore, I did not include anyone 

leaders from my current employer in the interview process, thereby negating any potential 

power-over or perceived conflict of interest issues emerging through the data collection. As a 

temporary municipal employee at a middle-management level, I did not anticipate any potential 

real or perceived conflicts. 

Research conducted in Canada must adhere to the Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS; 

Canadian Institutes of Health Research [CIHR], Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 

Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2018). The 

TCPS is a “policy to guide the ethical aspects of the design, review and conduct of research 

involving humans” (CIHR et al., 2018, p. 3) and its use is required by Royal Roads University in 

pursuit of thesis completion. The TCPS focused on three areas of primary concern: respect for 

persons, concern for welfare, and justice (CIHR et al., 2018). The TCPS stated, “These principles 
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are complementary and interdependent” (CIHR et al., 2018, p. 6), and I examined each in 

relation to this thesis inquiry. Although the TCPS used the term “research” (CIHR et al., 2018, 

p. 6), I chose to use the term inquiry in its place. 

Respect for persons. The TCPS’s definition for “respect for persons recognizes the 

intrinsic value of human beings and the respect and consideration that they are due” (CIHR et al., 

2018, p. 6). As a result, inquiry participants had autonomy to choose to participate or withdraw at 

their discretion. Autonomy is a systemic perspective in that a participant’s ability to take part 

encompasses each person’s “physical, social, economic, . . . cultural” (CIHR et al., 2018, p. 111), 

spiritual, and other aspects of their life, well-being, and circle of influence. One cornerstone of 

respect for persons is “free, informed and ongoing consent” (CIHR et al., 2018, p. 9). 

Throughout the inquiry, I reminded participants of their choice to take part in or withdraw from 

the survey and interview processes, including in the invitation emails, letters, at the beginning of 

the survey, during the opening script for the interview, at the end of the interview, and also in 

participant confirmation of the accuracy of the interview transcript. 

Concern for welfare. Concern for welfare applies to a number of factors and 

circumstances. The TCPS stated, “The welfare of a person is the quality of that person’s 

experience of life in all its aspects” (CIHR et al., 2018, p. 7). Privacy and control of information 

are aspects of concern for welfare, and the researcher is obligated to work to protect participant 

welfare throughout the inquiry. This concern for welfare extends beyond the individual 

participants and could impact groups as a result of the research. In this thesis, I outlined the 

measures I took to protect the privacy of participants; the online survey was anonymous, 

interviewees were given pseudonyms, and I have adjusted potentially identifying features of 
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stories to maintain the participants’ anonymity and confidentiality. There were no known 

negative impacts to welfare for participants as a result of this inquiry. 

Justice. The TCPS defined justice as “the obligation to treat people fairly and equitably” 

(CIHR et al., 2018, p. 8). Within that definition are two terms that require further definition: 

fairness and equity. The TCPS defined both and stated, “Fairness entails treating all people with 

equal respect and concern. Equity requires distributing benefits and burdens of research 

participation in such a way that no segment of the population is unduly burdened” (CIHR et al., 

2018, p. 8). In this thesis, I have outlined methods of communication with all potential and actual 

participants and have shown how I treated all survey respondents and interviewees fairly and 

equitably regarding their invitation to participate and their actual participation. I detailed clear 

inclusion criteria for the inquiry in this document, which also showed justice in their clarity. 

Chapter 3 Summary 

In this chapter, I discussed the qualitative inquiry approach and methodology of Rowe et 

al.’s (2013) ARE informed by AI (Bushe, 2012; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). I then 

established the planned inquiry process including participant selection and data collection. 

Following the intended study conduct, I explained the actual study conduct including the ways in 

which the inquiry process differed from what I had planned. Finally, I discussed the credibility of 

the inquiry and then concluded with a review of the ethical considerations related to the inquiry. 

In Chapter 4, I expand on the theoretical foundations laid in this chapter to discuss the inquiry 

findings, conclusions, and finally scope and limitations. 
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Chapter 4: Findings and Conclusions 

In this chapter, I outline the findings, conclusions, and limitations of the inquiry; each 

section begins with an introduction. I engaged in this inquiry to explore the following primary 

inquiry question: How might the perspectives and experiences of senior leaders in Alberta 

municipalities inform leadership development for emerging leaders? The subquestions focused 

on the participant experiences and perspectives in support of the primary question: 

1. How do senior leaders currently develop skills for their role? 

2. How can emerging leaders learn these skills most effectively? 

3. What limits the development of emerging leaders? 

4. What might increase, encourage, or support leadership development? 

Findings 

In this section, I present six findings that emerged through a rigorous analysis of the 

inquiry data: (a) leadership development opportunities and needs, (b) experience is development: 

learning beyond the classroom, (c) the attitudes of emerging leaders affect their development, 

(d) values are an integral part of leadership practice, (e) municipal governments hold the key to 

leadership development for emerging leaders, and (f) the need to develop everyone. These 

findings focus on the key themes participants shared in response to the inquiry, with a focus on 

understanding what advice senior leaders might give emerging leaders regarding leadership 

development. As a result, this thesis provides information for emerging leaders to consider as 

they piece together their own development program rather than prescribing a specific process or 

development stream. 
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Usually, each of the findings in a Royal Roads University Master of Arts in Leadership 

thesis do not include any reference other than data from inquiry participants. While this is largely 

the case in this thesis, I have included references in a few key places as the finding was 

developed alongside a clear understanding of the literature. The conclusions explore both the 

data and references in response to the inquiry’s primary and subquestions. 

Throughout the thesis, I have referred to those who completed the survey as respondents, 

those who completed interviews as interviewees, and both groups collectively as participants. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, the data sets from the survey and interviews were interpreted individually 

then as a collective data set; because of this, throughout the findings and conclusions, supporting 

data moves fluidly between the two data sets and between the terms respondents, interviewees, 

and participants, as relevant. Upon review of the final survey data, I was surprised at the raw 

honesty of some responses, which confirmed Fowler’s (2009) assertion that self-administered 

methods provide a depth of vulnerability that may not be present when verbally asked the same 

question by an interviewer. The interviews provided an additional depth of insight to the topic of 

leadership development in the Alberta municipal sector. Each participants’ lifetime of experience 

led the individual to this inquiry; each personal journey was unique, yet participant’s answers 

had congruent components to others within the inquiry, which have filtered into the findings of 

this chapter. 

Finding 1: Leadership development opportunities and needs. In both the survey and 

interviews, leaders overwhelmingly agreed that leadership development is important for the 

municipal sector; however, the current offering is not meeting leaders’ felt need. This agreement 

on the importance of leadership development branched into many different ideas about what that 
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might entail; however, participants found it difficult to clearly describe the gap between what 

currently exists and what they felt is needed. Leaders could explain what leadership development 

or other training they had taken, articulate the training available within the municipal sector, and 

suggest what they might change about leadership development within their own organization. 

Participants had a clear understanding of available leadership and municipal-sector specific 

development or training opportunities, yet a gap between available opportunities and those that 

were needed still exists. Leaders had an awareness of some municipal-specific leadership 

development opportunities, such as the National Advanced Certificate of Local Authority 

Administration and CLGM programs; however, other sector-related opportunities may not be 

widely known or well curated, potentially inhibiting awareness and subsequently, participation.  

Leaders identified that they had taken development, which was largely formal learning as 

I defined in Chapter 2, yet they expressed an unarticulated, undefined leadership development 

need. Leadership development that could fill this undefined need might facilitate or increase the 

knowledge gap between the wave of senior leaders retiring from the sector and the emerging 

leaders who may be new to the sector or to a leadership role. Seasoned leaders are retiring, and 

recruitment of new leaders has been challenging across the sector. The work being done by 

municipalities is changing as organizations become more collaborative, less hierarchical, and 

there is a growing focus on collaboration in the sector, between municipalities, proximate 

governmental bodies, and in communities. 

Learning, development, and training opportunities relevant to the municipal sector are 

spread across academic institutions, professional associations, private enterprise, provincial 

government departments, consultants, online educators, and other organizations; as a result, 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 77 

knowing that the opportunities exist and where to find them is noteworthy. Participants identified 

workshops, seminars, courses, certificate programs, and university degrees they completed, 

which they stated were leadership development; however, none identified on-the-job training, 

role or responsibility expansion, special projects, or any kind of workplace mentoring or 

coaching as leadership development. On average, the total number of different types of 

leadership development taken by participants increased as the residential population of their 

municipality increased. Correspondingly, respondents had more time to plan and engage in 

strategic thinking as their municipal population increased; this could indicate that leaders in 

larger centres have more access to funding for leadership development tuition costs and time 

away from the office, and may oversee a larger staff pool who could maintain oversight of 

outstanding responsibilities. As the CAO and one of four full-time staff in the municipality, Amy 

acknowledged that she could not afford to have anyone away from the office for more than a few 

days. Respondents who indicated they had completed leadership development in university or as 

part of postgraduate studies ranked that development as the first or second most relevant to their 

current role when considering all leadership development they had taken, which is in contrast to 

Finding 2. While it is not known if their topic of study was directly leadership based, the lessons 

learned through this education influenced the leadership practices respondents used in their roles. 

Participants attended various learning programs or training opportunities. Most 

interviewees had obtained the CLGM certification and had attended professional association 

conferences, whereas most respondents had taken some formal or informal short program 

leadership development, such as a certificate, diploma, or individual courses, but did not 

specifically identify the CLGM program. Of those who completed the survey, 88% stated they 
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had taken leadership development of some kind and 33% planned to take additional leadership 

development in the coming 3 years. Despite this substantial level of leadership development, 

another 88% of respondents expressed the need for additional leadership development that is 

relevant to the municipal sector, accessible, or integrates the knowledge of seasoned municipal 

leaders. Will stated, “There are lots of courses out there that can teach you how to write minutes, 

how to balance books, all that, but there isn’t a lot of courses that teach you about leadership.” 

Increasing and enhancing the relevance of the leadership development offering within the sector 

is important because the courses and programs that are available are often not leadership 

development related but are governance related, technical training rather than true leadership 

development. 

Leaders discussed training or development that was no longer available, they wished was 

available, or was currently available but inaccessible to them for various reasons. Several 

interviewees spoke about courses that were previously offered by Municipal Affairs on topics 

such as conflict resolution. As these courses were cancelled and, as a result of not having access 

to similar courses, some participants stated that they felt ill-equipped to handle the requirements 

and responsibilities of their positions, which seemed to conflict at times. Most often, leadership 

development was inaccessible due to a lack of both time and money; participants could afford 

neither the time away from their municipal office nor the financial costs of attending. However, 

inaccessibility was also identified as a result of the council’s lack of support for professional 

development for those in the organization. 

Participants suggested a broad spectrum of training and leadership development 

components they needed, ranging from workplace skills (e.g., difficult conversations, values-
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based leadership, creating collaboration) to reflective habits (e.g., authenticity, how to be a 

leader, vulnerability) to strategic work (e.g., shifting organizational culture, whole-systems 

planning); each topic could warrant its own development stream. However, even after suggesting 

various ideas for development, it seemed as though participants had not yet put into words the 

leadership development gap they felt; it seemed as though they were in a realm of known 

unknowns, and could not clearly identify what they did not know. 

Overall, participants stated that additional leadership development opportunities are 

needed. It is possible the leadership development that participants indicated they had taken may 

have covered another aspect of their career or professional development but was not specifically 

focused on leadership. This could explain the large percentage of participants who indicated they 

had taken leadership development but wanted more leadership development specifically relevant 

to the municipal sector. Joe said, “Training and development are the keys to growing an effective 

organization . . . you’ve got to keep the training and development relevant to the situation.” 

Although they could not clearly identify precisely what was missing, interviewees noted an 

important gap exists within the current offering of leadership development in the municipal 

sector; they acknowledged not knowing what they did not know. Without leadership 

development that addresses the felt need, it is possible that ineffective development could keep 

leaders returning for programs or courses that are ineffective. 

When asked about what they might change about leadership development in their own 

organization or how to improve leadership development in the sector generally, approximately 

20% of participants did not answer the question. In these cases, respondents did not enter an 

answer in the survey, and interviewees circled back to answer a previous question or 
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contemplated aloud, without finding an answer to the question at hand. Of the 80% who did have 

something to say about leadership development in their organization, 62% said they would 

develop all staff, 38% would give their staff time for leadership development or other training, 

another 38% would budget for development, and 13% said they would not change the current 

leadership development practice established within their organization, as they perceived that it 

was working well. I did not ask specifically about these programs as it was not included in the 

survey or interview questions. It is possible that those who did not provide an answer were happy 

with their current internal leadership development; however, without an answer it is impossible 

to quantify their intention for a nonresponse. Other answers included tying development to 

performance management, mentoring, focusing on outcomes rather than process, succession 

planning, and walking the talk or enacting what the organization already professes. Although 

there were no questions that directly addressed it, the idea of continual learning or an approach 

of curiosity was mentioned by 38% of respondents, and 76% of interviewees specifically spoke 

about ongoing learning. Jim said, “The moment we believe that learning stops is the moment we 

are not a leader anymore.” Participants agreed that ongoing learning is foundational for leaders. 

I began the interviews by asking what makes a good leader; however, there was no clear 

consensus. While leaders had difficulty defining leadership, most explanations included at least 

two components of knowing, doing, and being. The vast breadth of starting points interviewees 

gave to define a great leader branched into a forest of descriptions. They gave examples from 

their own leadership practice, shared catch phrases such as “patient, persistent, polite” (Jason) 

and “you’re never too old to learn” (Jenn), and told stories. These stories ranged from family 

histories to situations that shaped leaders in their teen years; stories of volunteering, jobs done 
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well, and career-changing surprises; to stories of observation, of others, or of personal 

experience. Given the broadness of leadership and the breadth of a municipality’s oversight, it is 

not surprising that most interviewees circled back during their interview to add to their 

description of a great leader. 

The expressed need for leadership development included a wide variety of topics and 

opportunities; it is possible that the lack of consensus on a definition for leadership could partly 

be due to the lack of clarity among leaders in the sector regarding what comprises leadership 

itself or it could be partly due to a municipality’s vast scope. Alternatively, it could be that 

leadership looks a little different for everyone, as Ryan said when describing a great leader. 

However, formal learning is not the only way to develop a leadership practice. 

Finding 2: Experience is development: Learning beyond the classroom. Across the 

board, experience was lauded as the most useful leadership development tool for emerging and 

senior leaders alike. This included on-the-job learning and cross training, mentorships, 

networking, and prior municipal experience. In fact, although they were not directly asked, 73% 

of respondents and 96% of interviewees identified experience as important leadership 

development for their current roles. After sharing her own story of jumping into her first role as a 

CAO, Melissa said, “How else do you learn? It was trial by fire.” Volunteer, on-the-job, and 

other personal and professional experiences each contributed to leaders’ overall development. 

Chris summed it up by stating, “Doing—fundamentally at the end of the day—is the best way to 

develop those skills.” Leadership development is not theory that sits on a shelf; it must be used.  

When asked what best prepared them for their roles, 84% of survey respondents said that 

experience was an important teacher; of those, a further 86% also talked about nonformal 
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learning such as courses, conferences, and seminars. This finding may appear to contradict 

Finding 1, in which some leaders indicated formal education was the most useful leadership 

development for their current role; however, that finding further acknowledged the formal 

education may not have been directly leadership focused and therefore not necessarily leadership 

development. Furthermore, it is unknown whether the part of that education which respondents 

found most useful was classroom-based, formal education or the informal experiences that 

happened in between components of the formalized curricula. When the same question was 

posed to interviewees, all of them talked about their own experience as being an important factor 

in the development of their leadership. Yet when the survey asked respondents what could have 

prepared them better for their roles, 71% wished they had more training while only 23% wished 

for more experience; another 23% talked about mentors and 21% wished for increased personal 

mastery. By their own assertions, experience was what best prepared respondents to lead, yet the 

majority wished they had taken more training and development earlier in their careers to better 

equip them for their current roles. Of the other answers for what could have better prepared them 

for their roles, 54% of respondents listed specific types of additional training or development 

they felt would have been helpful, including people management, leadership, municipal-relevant 

topics, and human interaction related training. An additional 10% simply wanted more training, 

but gave no additional details as to what might be useful. 

Experience can also incorporate the life learning of others, including what mentors and 

colleagues in the sector share through networking. There were no questions specifically about 

mentoring; however, 54% of respondents and 71% of interviewees talked about the value of 

having a mentor and being a mentor. As a critical component of leadership learning and practice, 
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mentoring and mentorship was almost presumed as a known, crucial component of a successful 

leadership practice. After briefly mentioning mentoring early in the interview, Dan said, “I won’t 

talk too much more about the mentoring coaching thing because I think that is obviously critical; 

someone to emulate, someone to tell you when you’re goofing up, but in a safe, respectful, 

loving way even.” Most participants echoed this sentiment in some way. Additionally, 21% of 

respondents and 76% of interviewees talked about the value of peer networking. Heather shared,  

When I was at a municipality and kind of got thrown into the role, I had no formal 

training, at that time I had nobody and the first year was scary. It wasn’t until I had the 

opportunity to network and see, everybody has these struggles. 

Mentoring, networking, and peer mentoring are important both as a support for emerging leaders 

and as a reminder for senior leaders about the critical components of their leadership practice. 

Throughout the inquiry, I noticed that senior leaders had generally worked in a 

municipality prior to leading in one, and experience working their way through positions in the 

sector was almost expected prior to holding any leadership role; this is not surprising given the 

broad scope and specific experience of a CAO. It seemed unfathomable that someone could be a 

leader in a municipality without lengthy prior municipal experience, as though leadership had to 

be earned first, then one could apply for the title to go with it. Of the survey respondents, 6% 

shared that they had been hired as CAO, even though they did not necessarily have any prior 

municipal or leadership experience. When asked why they chose a senior leadership role in 

municipal administration, one survey respondent stated, “I live here, it’s my village, I was asked 

to fill a vacancy” (Q7A18). Another respondent said, “[I] was working in the [municipal] field 

and when a position became open, I was asked” (Q7A10). In these cases, it sounded like the 
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hiring council thought these community members would be the best leader for the municipality. 

Being that both of these respondents were from villages of fewer than 1,000 residents, it is also 

possible that these municipalities only have one employee at any time. Another 17% of 

interviewees had “jumped in” (Dan) or were “thrown in” (Heather; Rob) to CAO roles, and their 

terminology was in line with Q7A23 who said, “I felt it was a challenge I wanted to take on.” 

Most interviewees shared about their experience of working in various roles within 

municipalities before leading, as this experience formed part of the foundation for their current 

leadership practice. 

Digging into the data further, I discovered that much of what was learned or gained 

through experience depended largely on the individual’s approach to those experiences. Josh 

acknowledged, “Hindsight is a good teacher if you pay attention.” Those who viewed experience 

as an important teacher spoke of the lessons learned from various experiences. In addition to 

experience, a leader’s approach affects their leadership practice. 

Finding 3: The attitudes of emerging leaders affect their development. A leader’s 

attitude and approach are crucial for leadership development, not only for the one working on 

development but also for those working with the individual. When asked what emerging leaders 

need to help them develop into senior leaders, John observed, “First and foremost, to care about 

the job. If you don’t care, you’re not going to make it.” There is an underlying element of the 

importance of attitude or approach in many answers throughout the survey and interviews. Rob 

acknowledged, “Challenges help stretch us. Sometimes it’s difficult to walk through, but as we 

walk through, we grow from it. We always have choices we can make, we can either grow from 

it or run away from it.” Leaders who approach circumstances with a lens of learning, curiosity, 
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and openness were viewed as more well developed than those who projected that they already 

knew everything before beginning. When describing a great leader, David said, “Great leaders 

are humble.” Participants stated that emerging leaders who were willing to grow and displayed 

patience with themselves and others would be more successful than the converse. It was the 

combination of attitude and skill development, which was linked to success in developing 

leadership. 

The data showed that ego in the form of arrogance or conceit was identified as the single 

most significant inhibitor of leadership development, which Jenn called “self-importance.” 

Although they used different words or terms, most participants spoke of the limiting effects of 

conceit. Emerging leaders who approach their development or roles from a place of entitlement 

or, as Brian said, “thinking they know everything,” could miss the very opportunities to learn and 

grow they need most. Brian further stated, “If someone professes they know everything, they 

don’t. It’s best to know when to ask for that help and how to go about getting it.” However, one 

respondent acknowledged that the inverse is true at times, which can feel equally paralyzing; 

when asked what limits the development of an emerging leader, Q24A13 wrote, “The lack of 

ability to reach out for help or admit you don't know the answer. The expectation for one to 

'know it all' is too high.” Certainly, the role of CAO is complex and requires balance and poise. 

Attitude and approach are within an individual’s power to change, if they want to do the work. 

Survey respondent Q24A22 acknowledged, “The biggest limiting or contributing factor to ones 

own development is almost always themselves.” Attitude affects leaders’ interior and exterior 

practice, including the ways in which their leadership is expressed through action. 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 86 

In some cases, the attitudes of senior leaders and the council can affect the leadership 

development of emerging leaders. Senior leaders could limit leadership development for 

emerging leaders when those senior leaders operate out of fear that the emerging leader could 

take their senior role. Matt stated, “I’m not worried to lose my job . . . a good leader shares every 

experience and opportunity he can to make the people better.” Similarly, Rob acknowledged, 

“As an older leader, we need to be willing to allow emerging leaders opportunities, which goes 

back to teaching and mentoring them. Seniors can stifle younger groups.” Prior to the inquiry, I 

had optimistically presumed that senior leaders would always have the best interest of leadership 

development for their emerging leaders in mind; however, this finding shows that my 

preliminary assumption is not necessarily always the case. In fact, 29% of interviewees 

acknowledged that senior leaders can limit the development of emerging leaders if they operate 

out of fear that they might lose their roles as CAO. Councils and CAOs could view leadership 

development as unnecessary, and by limiting educational budgets or time away from the 

workplace, could subsequently prevent emerging leaders from completing further development. 

When asked what might limit the development of emerging leaders across the sector, respondent 

Q24A21 answered, “Time (both for the employer and employee), but I would say the primary 

limitation is the municipality's philosophy in investing in their own staff.” The approach of each 

individual in the municipal government system can contribute to leadership development, not 

only within that person’s own direct sphere of influence, but because of the ripples individual 

actions can create across the sector. 

Finding 4: Values are an integral part of leadership practice. One theme that emerged 

from the data early in the analysis was consistent mention of values, as though they were an 
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established, well-known foundation of a good leadership practice. This finding is not unique to 

this inquiry; however, its presentation is rather unorthodox for a master’s thesis through Royal 

Roads University’s School of Leadership Studies. To clearly discuss the relevant findings under 

this heading, I have compared the data gathered with a resource, which provides a context and 

structure for the finding. Some may dismiss this section as a finding because discussion of the 

data also requires discussion of reference material while others may argue that the citations 

provide enlightening support for the finding; however, I contend the data in this finding are 

important and intriguing, largely in contrast to these references. Finding 4 is unique within this 

thesis in the use of both the information gathered and reference material used in conjunction to 

discuss the data. 

The Oxford Dictionary defined values as “principles or standards of behaviour; one’s 

judgement of what is important in life” (“Values,” n.d., Noun section, para. 7). I wanted to 

understand the motivation, decision making, and thought process that informed senior leaders’ 

choices and behaviour in their roles. One question in the survey asked respondents what guides 

their decisions; 35% responded with a statement related to their personal values and a further 

15% said it was based on their intuition. Intuition includes instinctive understanding rather than 

conscious reasoning. The other half of responses had to do with a variety of topics, including 

legislation such as the Municipal Government Act (2000), organizational policies, municipal 

bylaws, collaboration within the organization and the community, their own knowledge about a 

variety of topics, and experience, among other answers. Another survey question asked why 

respondents had chosen to be in a senior leadership role within municipal administration. The 

intent of this question was to understand motivation, as it related to their choice of role and 
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sector as well as the personal drive for their current career. For the purpose of this finding, I refer 

to respondents’ answers to this question as their purpose statement. 

When I ranked these statements according to the seven levels of leadership consciousness 

(Barrett Values Centre, n.d.), the outcome surprised me. To understand this ranking process, it is 

helpful to briefly review the seven levels of leadership consciousness (Barrett Values Centre, 

n.d.). At the bottom of the model are Levels 1, 2, and 3, which represent survival, relationship, 

and self-esteem, respectively. In the middle of the model at Level 4 is transformation, and at 

Level 5 is internal cohesion. At the top of the model are Levels 6 and 7, making a difference and 

service, respectively. Based on the number of times I read and heard the word “serve” and the 

phrase “make a difference” throughout the survey and interview data, I assumed the bulk of 

purpose statements would rank in Levels 6 and 7, followed by much of the rest being in Levels 4 

and 5, with only a few on the bottom three levels. In fact, only 20% of answers ranked in the top 

two categories of making a difference (Level 6) and service (Level 7), 24% ranked in the middle 

two categories of transformation (Level 4) and internal cohesion (Level 5), while 56% of all 

answers were in the bottom three categories. I was so surprised by the outcome that I checked the 

data by ranking individual words and phrases for the responses against the matrix (Barrett Values 

Centre, n.d.), which led to the same result and an overall average score on the Barrett Values 

Centre (n.d.) model of 3.5 on the scale of up to 7, ranking between self-esteem (Level 3) and 

transformation (Level 4). 

When these purpose statements were charted based on the number of years spent as a 

senior leader, the overall score went down as years increased (see Figure 6). However, when the 

purpose statements were charted based on municipal population, the score increased as 
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population increased (see Figure 7). Based on these figures, leaders who are earlier in their 

careers tend to state they are more highly motivated to serve and make a difference whereas the 

pull from those ideals and towards performance and relationship management, as represented in 

Levels 1 through 3, increases with years of experience in senior leadership positions. Dan talked 

about the pull toward mediocrity, and stated, “There’s got to be this constant effort to work 

against that gravity that pulls us to complacency that pulls us down to good is good enough, and 

always always try to push for what is best.” Over the arc of a leader’s career, it appears as though 

the gravitational pull to mediocrity increases, or perhaps disillusionment grows due to a feeling 

of not being able to serve or make a difference as they initially hoped. 

 
Figure 6. Purpose statement value over years: Respondents’ purpose statements ranked on the 
Barrett Values Centre (n.d.) model charted across years in a senior leadership position. 
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Figure 7. Purpose statement value over population: Respondents’ purpose statement ranked on 
the Barrett Values Centre (n.d.) model charted across municipal population. 
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ranked higher than purpose statements. If values are viewed as intentions and strengths are 

viewed as actions, then a leader’s values take on a new level of importance as the guiding vision 

for their action, including organizational culture and direction. Dan said, “Values-based 

leadership is critical; people need to know what is important to you and see you model the type 

of commitment and behaviour that lines up with those values.” The personal values of leaders are 

a significant guide to their leadership direction for the municipalities they lead. 

Finding 5: Municipal governments hold the key to leadership development for 

emerging leaders. The majority of supports for leadership development fall within the scope of 

each municipal government. When asked what might support leadership development in their 

workplace, survey respondents indicated a combination of support from different sources, 

including the municipality (88%), council (39%), and the sector (23%). Interviewees spoke about 

the importance of support for leadership development from the council and their internal teams, 

59% and 53%, respectively. This support was both tangible, such as budget allocations, time 

away from the office for courses or development, and cross training with colleagues, as well as 

intangible including encouragement and mentoring. The importance of a culture of leadership 

development support in both tangible and intangible ways was evident in the interviews. David 

stated, “I think that’s incumbent upon senior leaders to both create the culture and then back it up 

to ensure it permeates through the organization.” Similarly, Matt said, “Investing in the people is 

always a good investment.” This can be challenging in some tiny communities, where the CAO 

might be the only staff member or where the municipality has only a few staff who may not be 

interested in leading. Amy noted that some people enjoy being frontline staff and not everyone 
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wants to improve their position. In small organizations where staff do want to grow 

professionally Heather observed, 

Unfortunately, at times, cutting leadership and other development opportunities or 

training can be an easy [budgeting] win. What Council doesn’t realize is that eventually 

it’s going to end up hurting them. It’s a double-edged sword. I think they understand the 

process, but they are not willing to make that step. 

The data showed that the combination of both tangible and intangible support was perceived as 

the most beneficial to leadership development. 

Both participant groups talked about support for leadership development from four broad 

sources: the sector generally, specific individuals with whom they have a relationship (including 

mentors), professional associations within the municipal realm, and their own municipality. 

Although CAOs are sometimes in competition for the same role, networking and mentoring are 

important supports to leadership development. One survey respondent expressed that the 

competition between CAOs for administrative head positions was constant among those in the 

sector; however, that perspective was not shared by other survey respondents or by any 

interviewees. Beyond that one individual, others acknowledged that there would be times of 

professional competition for the same position; however, those were viewed as moments in much 

longer-term professional working relationships. Within these relationships, CAOs support and 

mentor one another; they view their colleague group as a support network of collective 

knowledge-holders. Jason observed, “You want to know what a good 5-year budget is? You’re 

not going to find that by [Internet search]; you find that by talking to people.” The underlying 

understanding among CAOs was one of being in the municipal sector together, collectively 
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working to make their communities better, and they were happy to share ideas, information, 

knowledge, and practices that might help any other leader or community. 

I was surprised to watch this finding emerge because, despite the expressed need for 

leadership development and the knowledge that the power to develop leaders is within the scope 

of each municipality, it seemed as though participants felt powerless to affect change within their 

own organizations, even though they were the top-level administrative leaders. This sense of 

powerlessness was more pronounced in smaller organizations but was still present in larger 

organizations. The data showed that the power to change leadership development lies within 

each leader’s sphere of influence, including the group or organization they oversee, yet their title 

or role alone did not necessarily provide the required impetus or authority to enact the needed 

change: leadership. This is not leadership in the sense of a title or role; it is leadership in action, a 

step everyone can take. Dan observed, 

I still think that too many people are possessed with the belief that where you sit on the 

organizational chart dictates your influence or leadership ability or skills; I think that’s a 

false premise. If I could just instil in my people the understanding that leadership is living 

our values wherever you are in the organization, I think that we would immediately leap 

forward in developing our leadership capacity as an organization. 

Equipped with a clear understanding of their values, leaders can lead from any role in a 

municipality. While organizational charts show chain of command reporting structure, they fail 

to show the relational connections where leadership and knowledge sharing actually occur 

(MacGillivray, 2018). This knowledge sharing can take the form of informal learning through 
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social and on-the-job opportunities. Change is within reach for every municipality willing to 

purposefully take on intentional internal transformation. 

Finding 6: The need to develop everyone. Generally, participants were in favour of 

developing people, not only in their own organizations, but across the sector as a whole. David 

shared, “If we all took the perspective let’s develop leaders, we are all going to benefit in the 

system.” Participants acknowledged that this may be a challenging concept for those concerned 

that a staff member who has been given development opportunities might move to another 

organization, and those development dollars, learning, and experience would then be lost to the 

organization that funded it. While this may be true in the technical sense of the argument, if all 

municipalities proactively develop staff across the municipal sector, it is likely that the individual 

hired to fill that newly vacant position will come with development and experience they have 

gained in other organizations. While some may argue this is an outdated concept, it was clearly 

expressed as a current hindrance for inquiry participants. 

As shown in the data for Finding 1, leaders in smaller municipalities had completed 

fewer leadership development programs, courses, or opportunities than those in larger centres. 

This gap in leadership development was noted directly by several interviewees. Ryan shared, “I 

probably have staff in entry-level positions that have more professional development than most 

of the CAOs in those smaller communities. What concerns me: I don’t see that [gap] converging, 

I see it diverging.” It is possible that encouraging leadership development across the municipal 

sector could begin to address this widening gap of leadership development for those leading in 

smaller communities. There was also a keen awareness among participants that the experienced 

senior leaders who have been in the sector for decades are retiring at substantial rates. Jenn 
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observed, “The baby boomer crunch is hitting everybody across the country. Every jurisdiction is 

facing the same thing; they are lacking qualified people to come into these [CAO] positions.” 

Generally, leaders with decades of experience expressed an openness to mentor emerging 

leaders, and newer leaders expressed an interest in learning from seasoned CAOs. Melissa 

acknowledged, “The CAO pool is very shallow and that starts right from the ground up.” 

Participants acknowledged the impending loss of experience and knowledge that can and will 

exit the sector with retiring CAOs, unless it can be captured and shared before it disappears. By 

developing everyone and tapping into the knowledge of retiring senior leaders, municipalities 

can equip themselves for current and future challenges. 

Development for the sector includes the need to market the sector. When asked what 

limits the development of emerging leaders, Q24A18 answered, “There needs to be a better light 

on careers in the municipal sector. There are fewer and fewer CAOs in our province. It needs to 

be glamorized somehow to entice people to go into the field of municipal government.” 

Municipal work is important work; Jim said, “we have a fundamental opportunity to change 

peoples lives for the better in small ways and in big ways because municipal work impacts lives 

on a daily basis, you can see the fruits of our labour.” Although it is important work, participants 

felt the public did not know or understand municipal governments or the career opportunities 

they provide. Several participants wondered aloud if this lack of widespread comprehension 

about the professional opportunities in the municipal sector is reflected in a decreasing number 

of applicants for municipal positions and a decreased level of experience, relevant knowledge, or 

general professional development in those who do apply. 
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Participants expressed their desire for professional associations, postsecondary 

educational institutions, and provincial programs to centrally locate information, resources, and 

training opportunities in one place. In response to the question of what might support emerging 

leaders, Q25A23 answered, “Consolidation of government professional associations into one 

strong association.” Chris echoed this sentiment: “I think the multiple organization approach 

doesn’t have the same capacities to generate great leadership as the one organization approach.” 

Others agreed throughout the survey and interviews. Participants indicated a lack of time and 

capacity on many different levels; shopping around for the most relevant, cost-effective, or 

convenient training that worked with their available timing simply limited the amount of time 

they could spend getting work done or completing the development they need to enhance their 

leadership practice. 

Conclusions 

The findings highlighted six major themes that flowed from the data. In Chapter 5, I 

outline and discuss recommendations for the inquiry partner organization, individual leaders, 

municipalities, professional associations, and the provincial government; however, prior to that, 

the conclusions answer the inquiry question and subquestions that stood as the initial pillars of 

the inquiry, through referencing the findings and the literature. The study conclusions are as 

follows: 

1. By sharing their experiences and knowledge in accessible ways, senior leaders can 

enhance the leadership development of emerging leaders in the sector, as long as the 

emerging leaders have an attitude of learning. 

2. Leaders develop skills in two broad ways: training and experience. 
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3. Emerging leaders learn most effectively through experience, building a network of 

mentors and colleagues, and training and development. 

4. An emerging leader’s attitude, a lack of support for leadership development from 

within the municipal government, or a lack relevant, accessible training that suits the 

need can limit leadership development. 

5. Senior leaders, council, and organizational culture can increase, encourage, or support 

leadership development. 

Conclusion 1: By sharing their experiences and knowledge in accessible ways, senior 

leaders can enhance the leadership development of emerging leaders in the sector, as long 

as the emerging leaders have an attitude of learning. Conclusion 1 answers the primary 

question: How might the perspectives and experiences of senior leaders in Alberta municipalities 

inform leadership development for emerging leaders? Seasoned senior leaders are retiring from 

and leaving the municipal sector at a substantial rate (O’Flynn & Mau, 2014; Van Wart, 2013); 

their knowledge and experience are leaving the sector with them, a sentiment that was echoed in 

Finding 6. Through sharing what they have gained over past decades, leaders in the twilight of 

their careers could pay forward a wealth of experience to senior leaders and emerging leaders. 

This knowledge sharing comes with two caveats: the knowledge needs to be accessible (Finding 

1) and the emerging leaders need to have a learning attitude (Finding 3). Inquiry participants 

nearing their own retirement wanted to share the knowledge they gained through experience 

(Finding 6); however, a forum for sharing in this way does not currently exist. Partly based on 

the concept of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and knowledge networks (MacGillivray, 
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2018) discussed in Chapter 2, the idea of capturing and sharing the knowledge and experience of 

senior leaders is explored further in the “Recommendations” section in Chapter 5. 

Conclusion 2: Leaders develop skills in two broad ways: training and experience. 

Conclusion 2 answers Subquestion 1: How do senior leaders currently develop skills for their 

role? Development of leaders in the municipal sector is piece-meal; learning opportunities are 

put together on an ad-hoc basis, which is not necessarily addressing leaders’ needs (Finding 1). 

Individuals build a personal and professional development portfolio they think will serve them as 

the funding, programs, or capacity to participate are available. In Chapter 2, I discussed three 

different forms of education: formal, nonformal, and informal (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974). When 

speaking about leadership development, leaders most often discussed formal learning, such as 

courses or certificates, or nonformal learning, such as seminars or conferences. Finding 2 showed 

that leaders developed their practice through experience or informal learning, which included 

learning from their own experience (Cross, 2009, 2014; La Belle, 1982) and learning from the 

experiences of others through mentors, networking, and CoPs (Wenger, 2011). This reinforces 

work that has already proven efficacy of experience as learning (Cross, 2009, 2014; La Belle, 

1982), yet formal and nonformal learning opportunities remained at the forefront of the 

leadership development conversation, both for interviewees and respondents. Participants were 

strongly in favour of informal experiential learning as more effective, which is discussed in the 

next conclusion. 

Conclusion 3: Emerging leaders learn most effectively through experience, building 

a network of mentors and colleagues, and training and development. Conclusion 3 answers 

Subquestion 2: How can emerging leaders learn these skills most effectively? This conclusion 
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flows from Subquestion 1 and Conclusion 2. Upon reflection, answers from participants were 

similar for both questions and, had it occurred to me earlier in the process, these two questions 

could have been consolidated. Finding 2 showed that experience was the best preparation for 

senior leadership roles, yet in retrospect of the development that prepared them for their roles, 

senior leaders wished for more training, not more experience. Experience is an important 

component of development because of its ability to solidify formal learning in practical ways 

(Gramatakos & Lavau, 2019; Yu & Edwards, 2016). By practising what is gained through formal 

or non-formal learning opportunities, emerging leaders can transform that learning into 

experiential learning. Senior leaders may need to put aside the fears discussed in Finding 3 and 

empower emerging leaders to gain hands-on understanding in safe spaces, including within their 

own organizations, as shown in Finding 5. This conclusion reinforces the work that has been 

done on the importance of practical experience as an opportunity for learning (Coombs & 

Ahmed, 1974; Cross, 2014; La Belle, 1982). Senior leaders have a significant impact on 

emerging leaders and their development due to the impact of immediate managers and leaders on 

their direct subordinates and followers (Bushe, 2009a; Goleman et al., 2013). When senior 

leaders approach challenges within their own work as an opportunity for development, they 

“model the way” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 3) for others in the workplace to learn by doing. 

Conclusion 4: An emerging leaders attitude, a lack of support for leadership 

development from within the municipal government, or a lack relevant, accessible training 

that suits the need can limit leadership development. Conclusion 4 answers Subquestion 3: 

What limits the development of emerging leaders? The over-used platitude that attitude is 

everything rings true for emerging leaders in the municipal sector. Each individual’s approach to 
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the circumstances around that person is an opportunity; how people choose to respond may 

foretell the possible outcome of that opportunity. Continual learning is an important component 

of a good leadership practice (Bushe, 2009b; Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011; Dhiman, 2011; Goleman 

et al., 2013; Senge, 2006; Short, 1998; Weisbord, 2012). Through the inquiry, senior leaders 

observed that when emerging leaders do not approach new situations with humility and curiosity, 

they often miss opportunities to learn, as shown in Finding 3. Some participants wondered if an 

approach of conceit and arrogance might be the result of emerging leaders feeling the pressure to 

know everything or assuming their training had taught them what they needed to know without 

the practical experience that might challenge provide a different perspective. Life-long learning 

and curiosity are keys to success, both as an individual and as a leader (Brown, 2018; Covey, 

2013). Akers (2018) argued that curiosity and belief should be cornerstones of a successful 

leadership practice for emerging leaders. This conclusion supports work that has been focused on 

individual personal development (Brown, 2018; Covey, 2013; Dhiman, 2011; Irvine, 2018), 

which is foundational for the personal practice of leaders in public and private sector 

organizations. 

In addition to their attitude or approach, emerging leaders can be limited by the very 

municipalities within which they work. These limitations can potentially come from senior 

leaders in roles of positional authority, as a result of the size of the organization, or a lack of 

support from the council. Finding 5 discussed how these limitations or the organizational culture 

can be an inhibitor of development for emerging leaders. This support for leadership 

development could be tangible or intangible, with both forms being important to the overall 

development of emerging leaders. Furthermore, leadership development opportunities specific to 
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the municipal sector are not centrally located, and leaders must search for relevant, accessible 

training that meets their expressed need. Overall, the impact of a lack of support from council, 

the senior leaders, and the accessibility of leadership development opportunities within Alberta’s 

municipal sector have not yet been specifically studied or documented; this thesis adds to the 

scholarship. 

Conclusion 5: Senior leaders, council, and organizational culture can increase, 

encourage, or support leadership development. Conclusion 5 answers Subquestion 4: What 

might increase, encourage, or support leadership development? The need for additional 

leadership development that is supported by both senior leaders and the council was reinforced 

by the findings of this inquiry and is further upheld by the important influence leaders have on 

those who report directly to them (Bushe, 2009a) and on the overall organizational culture 

(Lencioni, 2012; Weisbord, 2012). Finding 5 showed that municipal governments hold the key to 

leadership development for emerging leaders. Hartman and Conklin (2012) argued, “Both 

expectations and knowledge about effective leadership behaviours held by leaders may be 

particularly important for developing aspiring leaders into effective leaders, because experienced 

leaders have already condensed complex and often life-long learning into a single model” 

(p. 827). By sharing their knowledge, senior leaders help equip emerging leaders, thereby 

supporting municipalities and subsequently the sector. 

Summary of conclusions. While the conclusions answer the primary inquiry question 

and subquestions, the information and ideas shared by participants go beyond simply answering 

questions; these ideas are beginning to inspire action through recommendations discussed in 

Chapter 5. Some of the recommendations are applicable beyond the LGAA’s organizational 
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reach. This thesis may create ripples throughout the municipal sector, beyond the scope and 

limitations of this inquiry, discussed in the following section. 

Scope and Limitations 

Although the findings of this thesis may apply more broadly, the intended scope of this 

inquiry remained within the provincial boundaries of Alberta. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

participants were limited to CAOs or town managers and their directors. The leaders who were 

invited to participate worked for cities, towns, and villages in Alberta; however, the intended 

participant group did not include leaders of counties, First Nations, improvement districts, Métis 

settlements, municipal districts, specialized districts, specialized municipalities, or summer 

villages. I restricted the study to only include leaders from cities, towns, and villages to 

potentially increase consistency of participant career experience working in more urbanized 

settings while allowing a fairly simple way to categorize information, based on residential 

population of each municipality. By not including leaders from certain types of municipalities or 

leaders from other provinces, I may have limited this inquiry in its perceived applicability for 

organizations and jurisdictions beyond the scope of the inclusion criteria. 

There were several limiting factors within this inquiry. Firstly, participation may have 

been limited because CAOs are exceptionally busy people; it is possible they did not read the 

introduction email or letter (included in Appendices B and C, respectively) or pass the invitation 

to their directors. Secondly, a lack of participation by leaders from larger municipalities meant 

that I was unable to analyze the distinctions in leadership development strengths and challenges 

as residential population increased (size of municipality) beyond the size of municipalities 

included in the final data set. Finally, the outcome of this inquiry may not be utilized in 
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municipalities if the council or senior leaders are not in favour of further leadership development 

for their staff. 

The study conduct rolled out as intended for the survey; however, rollout for the 

interviews did not. Initially, I intended to interview one CAO and one director from each of the 

six population categories listed in Appendix A, but there were no participants from the two 

largest population categories. Instead, I interviewed every eligible volunteer. This added a 

richness of depth to the data; many leaders had a variety of experience and their current role was 

not necessarily for the largest municipalities at which they had worked. In the end, the group that 

responded to the survey and participated in interviews provided a robust data set. 

Chapter 4 Summary 

In this chapter, I discussed the findings of the inquiry, outlined conclusions supported by 

the findings and literature, and discussed the scope and limitations of the inquiry. The findings 

were as follows: (a) leadership development opportunities and needs, (b) experience is 

development: learning beyond the classroom, (c) the attitudes of emerging leaders affect their 

development, (d) values are an integral part of leadership practice, (e) municipal governments 

hold the key to leadership development for emerging leaders, and (f) the need to develop 

everyone. The conclusions answered the primary and subquestions that stood as the guideposts 

of the inquiry and illuminated the path toward leadership development for emerging leaders in 

Alberta’s municipal sector. Firstly, by sharing their experiences and knowledge in accessible 

ways, senior leaders can enhance the leadership development of emerging leaders in the sector, 

as long as the emerging leaders have an attitude of learning. Secondly, leaders develop skills in 

two broad ways: training and experience. Thirdly, emerging leaders learn most effectively 
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through experience, building a network of mentors and colleagues, and training and 

development. Fourthly, an emerging leader’s attitude, a lack of support for leadership 

development from within the municipal government, or a lack relevant, accessible training that 

suits the need can limit leadership development. Fifthly, senior leaders, council, and 

organizational culture can increase, encourage, or support leadership development. Finally, I 

explained the scope and limitations of the inquiry in requesting participation from leaders in 

cities, towns, and villages across Alberta. In Chapter 5, I will share recommendations for the 

partner organization and others across the sector including individual leaders, municipal 

governments, professional associations, and the provincial government. I conclude with a thesis 

summary and call to action for leaders in the sector. 
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Chapter 5: Recommendations 

In this chapter, I integrate the literature, findings, and conclusions into actionable 

recommendations based on preliminary conversations with the LGAA Board and review of the 

literature, findings, and conclusions. These recommendations are for the LGAA board and 

membership and also for individual leaders, municipal governments, associations within the 

sector, and the provincial government as a partner of all municipalities. I discuss the implications 

of this inquiry for the LGAA, individual leaders, and the municipal sector across the province. I 

then present the project implications for future study and subsequently close the chapter with a 

thesis summary. 

Recommendations 

This inquiry focussed on the following primary question: How might the perspectives and 

experiences of senior leaders in Alberta municipalities inform leadership development for 

emerging leaders? In addition to the primary inquiry question, the subquestions explored 

participant experiences and perspectives with the intention of understanding what advice senior 

leaders would give emerging leaders regarding development of their emerging leadership 

practice: 

1. How do senior leaders currently develop skills for their role? 

2. How can emerging leaders learn these skills most effectively? 

3. What limits the development of emerging leaders? 

4. What might increase, encourage, or support leadership development? 

The following recommendations are based on the findings and conclusions outlined in 

Chapter 4 and the ongoing conversations I have had with the LGAA Board as the partner 
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organization for this inquiry; this engagement is further discussed in the organizational 

implications section of this chapter. The following section includes recommendations for the 

LGAA as well as recommendations for individual leaders, municipal governments, professional 

associations across the sector, and for the provincial government. Following these 

recommendations, the make-it-happen meetings and associated actions are outlined in the 

“Organizational Implications” section of this chapter. 

Recommendations for the LGAA. I derived five recommendations for the LGAA based 

on the study findings, conclusions, and the relevant literature: 

1. Make it happen. 

2. Proactively collaborate with other professional associations in the sector. 

3. Create a forum for learning. 

4. Explore leadership development support in conjunction with the province. 

5. Market the sector. 

LGAA Recommendation 1: Make it happen. I shared the inquiry findings, conclusions, 

and recommendations at the LGAA board meeting (August 2019) and one zone meeting 

(October 2019). Moreover, I will have an opportunity to further communicate these inquiry 

outcomes at the LGAA annual convention, originally scheduled for April 2020, but now 

postponed to October 2020. Given recent restrictions on large group events due to the novel 

corona virus, COVID-19, this sharing of information might be provided to the LGAA 

membership in an online format ahead of this year’s convention. The convention will provide the 

opportunities for LGAA members to network, dialogue, and interact with the knowledge they 

have collectively created through this inquiry. 
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Firstly, I shared the findings, conclusions, and recommendations of this inquiry at the 

LGAA board meeting on August 12, 2019. During that meeting, we discussed next steps to plan 

action for the organization and handoff of the ownership for these recommendations and actions 

to the LGAA. Board members were excited by the opportunities I presented, some of which were 

an affirmation of ideas various board members previously had; however, those ideas had not yet 

evolved into action. Before my presentation had concluded, board members were volunteering to 

champion various recommendations and next steps. 

Secondly, I was able to share the inquiry findings at one zone meeting for further 

discussion within the LGAA membership. The CAOs around the table echoed the relevance of 

the findings and the need to take action; after my presentation of the inquiry findings, many of 

the actions they discussed were congruent with the inquiry’s conclusions and recommendations. 

The LGAA board is now planning for the annual conference and are considering opportunities to 

include the inquiry. The board has also indicated early interest in helping members make 

mentoring connections in new ways during the conference, based on this inquiry. 

LGAA Recommendation 2: Proactively collaborate with other professional associations 

in the sector. Build relationships and partner together to maximize the strengths of each 

organization. LGAA board members have already begun work on this recommendation, and the 

work completed through this inquiry provides additional support for increased collaboration and 

partnership across the professional associations. 

LGAA Recommendation 3: Create a forum for learning. This recommendation is to 

develop a forum for learning with relevant branches that include the following. 
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• Create a forum for sharing knowledge gained, experiences, and asking questions, as a 

platform on which to share this knowledge does not currently exist. 

• Actively engage members to participate in conversations. 

• Use this forum as a launch point or matching site for mentors and mentorships. 

• Colocate all available information on all public-sector leadership development and 

training opportunities in one place, such as an information or resource hub. 

• Explore the idea of leadership within the municipal sector from a conversational, 

experiential level. Work with CAOs and others in municipal leadership to help define 

and flesh out the concept of leadership in a municipality. 

• Actively engage CAOs and town managers near retirement to contribute to the 

resource or information hub, such as a lending library of walking knowledge where 

senior leaders could list the categories or types of knowledge they would offer to 

share with emerging leaders. Emerging leaders could then ask to have a conversation 

with a senior leader, already knowing they have experience that might inform a gap 

for the emerging leader. 

• Similar to the LGAA’s current zone directors, encourage champions of the forum for 

learning to gently lead these processes alongside their regular work. Subsequently, 

these champions could then look for opportunities to create meaningful collaborative 

learning. 

LGAA Recommendation 4: Explore leadership development support in conjunction 

with the province. This recommendation is intended to benefit leaders in smaller municipalities. 

Partner together with other professional associations to work with the provincial government 
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generally and Municipal Affairs specifically for leadership development support. Create ways to 

partner together and support each other, as outlined in the recommendation for professional 

associations discussed in this chapter. 

LGAA Recommendation 5: Market the sector. Partner with municipalities, other 

professional associations, and the provincial government to begin to actively market the sector. 

Proactively educate the public, as possible and relevant. Connect with residents to discuss the 

need for succession planning and the many career opportunities that exist in the municipal sector; 

start educating as early as elementary school. 

General recommendations for others. I developed four recommendations for others in 

the sector based on the study findings, conclusions, and the relevant literature:  

1. Use self-understanding, knowledge, and discovery to grow and become better leaders. 

2. Seize opportunities to enhance existing leadership development. 

3. Collaborate and market the sector. 

4. Support municipal leaders. 

General Recommendation 1: Use self-understanding, knowledge, and discovery to 

grow and become better leaders. This recommendation is for individual leaders. The age-old 

epithet “know thyself” remains relevant. Firstly, emerging and senior leaders need to know and 

understand themselves on operational and subconscious levels (Brown, 2018; Covey, 2013; 

Dhiman, 2011; Senge, 2006), including their values, underlying motivations, and strengths. 

These leaders can then use what they have learned in self-discovery as a tool to learn more about 

the teams, structures, and networks around them (Lencioni, 2012; Senge, 2006; Short, 1998; 

Weisbord, 2012). Secondly, leaders need to be aware of their approach and mindfully work to 
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remain open, curious, and humble; conceit and arrogance can derail learning opportunities. 

Lencioni (2002, 2012) stated that the foundation for healthy organizations is built on trust 

created through vulnerability. Vulnerability and arrogance cannot exist in the same space 

(Brown, 2018). Through self-understanding, knowledge, and discovery, individuals can grow 

into better versions of themselves; as a result, they are better colleagues, employees, community 

members, family members, and people. 

General Recommendation 2: Seize opportunities to enhance existing leadership 

development. This recommendation is for municipal governments. As previously discussed, 

municipal governments hold the key to leadership development, not only for their own 

organization but also for the sector. Three components affect leadership development within a 

municipality: senior leaders, the organizational culture, and the council. Firstly, direct leaders 

can be some of the most important individuals in development of any person’s leadership 

practice (Bushe, 2009a; Goleman et al., 2013). The way in which the CAO and the senior 

leadership team support people in their organization through formal, informal, and nonformal 

learning in addition to mentoring and other growth opportunities will affect the development of 

individuals across the organization, and indeed the entire organizational culture. These affects 

may be known or unknown, intended or unintended. Secondly, as the head of the administrative 

structure, the CAO sets the tone for culture within the organization (Irvine, 2018; Jackson & 

Parry, 2011; Kouzes & Posner, 2012). This culture can either empower or limit; it can inspire or 

squelch, facilitate or impede. Thirdly, the council approves the municipal budget; if they see no 

value in developing staff and leaders, they will not allocate funding for tuition or approve paid 

time to attend. Without support from the elected officials and the municipality, leadership 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 111 

development programs offered by professional associations, the province, or others will not be as 

well-received or attended as would benefit the sector. Many opportunities to enhance leadership 

development exist in every municipal government; all that is needed is the impetus to take 

action. 

General Recommendation 3: Collaborate and market to the sector. This 

recommendation is for professional associations in the municipal sector, including ARMAA, 

AUMA, SLGM, and the LGAA. This is an important step to take. In working together, each 

association can capitalize on its own strengths while building something in collaboration that 

none would be able to accomplish on their own. The boards of each association could 

accomplish this through developing a memorandum of understanding or similar document 

outlining roles, responsibilities, expectations, guidelines, and goals. By collaborating as a 

collective, many groups can put out consistent messaging about various topics, including 

marketing the sector. If all associations are working toward the same goal and are working with 

the same information, each can be more effective in sharing the overarching message. 

Furthermore, these associations could collectively strategize initiatives that would positively 

impact all, including ways to market the sector, to educate the public, and share the career 

opportunities that exist within the municipal sector. 

General Recommendation 4: Support municipal leaders. This recommendation is for 

the provincial government. Provincial ministries and agencies can partner with professional 

associations in the sector and provide meaningful support for leaders in smaller municipalities. 

Market the sector. Join the forum for learning outlined in LGAA Recommendation 3 and 
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contribute to the conversation. Investigate opportunities to share previously accessible courses 

and other learning opportunities. 

Organizational Implications 

Based on the findings, conclusions, and recommendations discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 

of this thesis, there are a number of different stakeholders who will have the responsibility and 

capability to implement those recommendations. Many will be empowered to change leadership 

development in the sector, including the board and zone directors from the LGAA as the partner 

organization for this inquiry; however, others are empowered to enact change, including 

individual leaders, municipal governments, and professional associations. 

The first step in making it happen was meeting with the LGAA board on August 12, 

2019, to discuss dissemination of the inquiry outcomes to the membership as well as planning 

next steps of action. In this preliminary conversation, we also discussed the second step in 

joining some of the zone meetings in the fall of 2019 to share and discuss action. Furthermore, 

we discussed the third step of getting this information out to the membership at the annual 

conference in 2020, and the preliminary plan is to create conversations that move into 

meaningful action. After I wrote the findings and conclusions, I drafted a set of preliminary 

recommendations and requested a meeting with the LGAA Past President, Kelly Lloyd. During 

our meeting, I shared the findings, conclusions, and draft recommendations, which she 

supported. I met with a small group of LGAA members at one zone meeting on October 23, 

2019, to continue the conversations that make it happen. While the steps to accomplish LGAA 

Recommendation 1 are underway, the LGAA board plans to begin working on LGAA 

Recommendation 2, to partner with other associations in the sector. At the August 12, 2019, 
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LGAA board meeting, the board also discussed the other recommendations and timing for taking 

action on each one, with some board members volunteering to lead various next steps. 

As the cocreators of the knowledge produced through this inquiry, sharing the findings, 

conclusions, and recommendations with the LGAA and its members is only the beginning. The 

four subsequent recommendations will require additional work by the LGAA. Firstly, proactive 

collaboration with other professional associations in the sector could simply be increased, as 

purposeful collaboration. Alternatively, it could be as significant as bringing the four groups 

(ARMAA, AUMA, LGAA, and SLGM) under one banner with one overarching purpose of 

being a resource for the sector. The potential for increased efficiency and efficacy can only be 

realized through purposeful teamwork between the boards of all four professional associations. 

Secondly, creating a forum for learning and champions within the LGAA to engage members 

and guide the learning conversation would increase the overall workload for the LGAA. Board 

members complete their LGAA responsibilities off the sides of their desks in addition to their 

professional roles, and it is unclear where or how the forum for learning would reside and be 

championed within the LGAA board and membership. Preliminary discussions about this crucial 

step have already begun. Thirdly, partnering with the provincial government and Municipal 

Affairs on supporting leaders and leadership development in smaller municipalities will require 

more proactive work on the part of a few LGAA members who are passionate to champion the 

cause. Finally, as part of the work of partnering with other professional associations and the 

provincial government, intentional public education will require a collective effort to market the 

sector and educate Albertans about municipal career opportunities. With a few dedicated 
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members whose personal drive align with these actions, the LGAA can help create a better future 

for leaders, municipalities, and communities across the province. 

Implementing these changes will require engagement, passion, partnership, and an 

openness to learning and growing for the LGAA and its members as well as for other 

professional associations, the provincial government, and municipal leaders across the province. 

The actual process for each recommendation and subsequent change will be somewhat emergent, 

as discussed in this section. There is a possibility that these recommendations will not be 

implemented and, therefore, change not enacted. In that case, it is quite possible that the sector 

will continue on its current trajectory and could experience loss of knowledge through 

retirement, diverging levels of leadership development for small and midsized municipalities, a 

lack of public knowledge about the opportunities in the sector, and leaders who feel less 

equipped than their roles require. Interviewee Melissa observed, “I think it’s a dying field,” even 

though municipalities and local governments have an extraordinarily long organizational lifespan 

into the future. Through collaborative action, leadership in the municipal sector can be 

reimagined, inspiring leaders, municipalities, and individuals to make a difference in their 

communities. 

The potential leadership implications for the outcome of this inquiry are significant. 

Leadership development within the municipal context has been a gap for quite some time 

(K. Lloyd, personal communication, April 26, 2018); this inquiry began to address that gap. 

Within the LGAA, the board and internal champions of the recommendations will need to take 

ownership of their roles to implement the change to create a new paradigm. This thesis has the 

potential to contribute to important and lasting change; the knowledge and experience of retiring 
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senior leaders might not be lost, emerging leaders with less experience can learn and grow, 

leaders across Alberta can be better equipped and more well-connected to each other, thereby 

creating a stronger system. 

Apart from their workplace development, emerging leaders working to grow their 

leadership practice could use this thesis as a basis to plan their own development and potentially 

advance their careers. Current senior leaders could identify strengths and gaps in their leadership 

toolkit and benefit from sharing the responsibilities of their roles with emerging leaders. 

Arguably, any individuals who grow their own leadership practice will be better equipped for 

current and future circumstances, regardless of their current title or role. Municipalities across 

Alberta could benefit from leaders and staff with a more deeply developed leadership practice. 

Successful implementation of the inquiry recommendations will require engagement with all 

sector stakeholders, ownership of the needed change by each individual and organization, and 

meaningful collaborative partnership in working towards the best possible outcome for leaders, 

municipalities, and the sector. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, little research has been conducted with leaders in the Canadian 

municipal sector. The inquiry asked participants to reflect on their experiences, their 

relationships, and the institutions within the sector, thereby conducting first-, second-, and third-

person research (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). This third-person research has been suggested as a 

form of action inquiry that can help organize, being that “it goes beyond ourselves to include 

others present in the current moment, as well as others who may never come to know one 

another” (Torbert & Cook-Greuter, 2004, p. 38). LGAA Recommendation 3 is a form of the 

embodiment of third-person research, as it emerges, grows, and responds to those interacting 
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with the forum for learning. As this inquiry was conducted in partnership with a professional 

association that is at arm’s length from all municipalities and the provincial government, it was 

unique in its quest to support development of leaders across the province, be they members of 

the partner organization or not. 

In the coming year, my work with the outcome of this inquiry will transform as the 

LGAA board and membership take up responsibility for the recommendations within the thesis. I 

plan to assist and collaborate with the LGAA throughout the handoff period, as requested by the 

board, to help inspire change across the sector. 

Future Inquiry 

This thesis provides several implications for potential future inquiry. Firstly, the 

questions in this inquiry could be posited to leaders in the two municipal population groups that 

did not participate in this inquiry with the intention of discovering the differences or similarities 

they may show. Secondly, future inquiry could ask similar questions of the organizations across 

Alberta that were not included in the participant group to compare similarities or distinctions 

between the various types of organizations. Thirdly, a similar inquiry could be conducted in 

partnership with other professional associations in Alberta or professional associations in other 

provinces, as this inquiry highlights potential implications for the municipal sector across 

Canada. It would be interesting to know if a similar inquiry would have similar findings, 

conclusions, and recommendations in other provinces. Fourthly, future inquiry could be 

conducted in a few years to understand the outcome of the change inspired by the 

recommendations and subsequent actions of this inquiry. Fifthly, additional engagement and 

research with leaders in municipalities could help shape a more formalized, relevant leadership 
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development program. Finally, future research could further study the meaningfulness of work as 

a motivating factor for civil servants in the municipal sector. 

The leadership crisis facing Canadian municipalities is no longer a threat of the future, 

but a current reality in Alberta. The substantial number of experienced leaders retiring coupled 

with the lack of relevant, accessible leadership development for emerging leaders in the 

municipal sector, compounded by decreased funding alongside increased oversight, 

responsibility, and workload of administrative leaders has reached a significant tipping point of 

change. Will the municipal sector, organizations, and individual leaders choose to heed the call 

for change or remain on the well-known path of past practice? The recommendations at the 

beginning of this chapter hint at the possibilities for the Alberta municipal sector; whether 

individuals, organizations, and associations heed the call is a choice each must make. 

Thesis Summary 

This inquiry asked current senior municipal leaders to share their leadership development 

experience and advice with emerging leaders. My partner organization was the LGAA, a 

professional association that is an important resource for those working in small and midsized 

communities across the province. The system for this inquiry is complex. It is comprised of 

leaders in local government administration working for municipalities governed by provincial 

legislation. These leaders, supported by the LGAA, create a complex system that exhibits 

emergence and has living components, unique localized contexts, and varying degrees of 

experience, development, and passion for leading in that system. 

This inquiry was oriented to action and, as an ARE (Rowe et al., 2013) inquiry, it 

required handoff of action to the partner organization relatively quickly after starting the inquiry 
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process. The survey and interview questions were worded from an appreciative stance and were 

answered by 52 respondents and 17 interviewees. After I gathered the data, I analyzed it for 

themes and relationships. 

Six themes emerged from the data. Firstly, leaders agreed leadership development is 

important and that more sector-specific leadership development is needed; however, they could 

not clearly identify what training might fill that gap. Secondly, hands-on experience was lauded 

as one of the most useful leadership development tools available. Thirdly, specific elements of 

attitude are essential to the success of emerging leaders, specifically openness to learn, curiosity, 

and avoidance of conceit and arrogance. Fourthly, the personal values of leaders affect their 

actions within leadership roles and responsibilities. Fifthly, municipal governments hold the key 

to leadership development in the municipal sector, but more support is needed from the council, 

senior leaders, and the organizational culture. Finally, there is potential for a sector-wide culture 

shift to develop everyone, regardless of individuals’ positions on the organizational chart. The 

conclusions showed that senior leaders can support the leadership development of emerging 

leaders in tangible and intangible ways by mentoring emerging leaders, providing opportunities 

for emerging leaders to practice their leadership, and by funding leadership development for 

those in their own organization or sponsoring leadership development for others in the sector. 

Additionally, an emerging leader’s approach can hold them back from leadership development or 

actual leadership opportunities. Lastly, senior leaders, the organizational culture, and the council 

can support—or derail—leadership development for emerging leaders. While the inquiry itself 

was limited to leaders in cities, towns, and villages the findings, conclusions, and 

recommendations may have implications beyond Alberta’s provincial borders. 
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The recommendations are potentially significant, not only for the LGAA but also for the 

sector. Firstly, the inquiry is being shared with the LGAA membership in several different ways, 

at a board meeting, zone meeting, and the annual conference. Secondly, the LGAA and other 

professional associations within the sector could collaborate to simplify the leadership 

development information and resource search for municipal leaders while maximizing 

association strengths. Thirdly, the LGAA could create a forum for learning in which experienced 

senior leaders could share their knowledge, mentors and emerging leaders could connect, and 

leadership development resources could be centrally located. Fourthly, the LGAA could work 

with the provincial government on leadership development support to smaller municipalities. 

Finally, professional associations, the province, and municipalities could market the sector. 

Recommendations for others included the need for individual leaders to cultivate personal 

mastery, for municipal governments to support emerging leaders and leadership development, 

for sector professional associations to partner together, and for the provincial government to 

provide additional leadership development support to leaders and emerging leaders across 

Alberta. When I met with them in August 2019, members of the LGAA board were eager to get 

started. 

Participants have shared their experiences and perspectives hoping to help improve the 

sector through what they have learned. These leaders know that leadership is a practice, and 

everyone is a leader within their sphere, especially those in the municipal sector. Yet in the end, 

the responsibility lies with each association, organization, and individual to make a difference. 

When individuals embody the change they want to see, they change the world by changing 

themselves. 
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Appendix A: Municipalities List and Categories 

Summary Category List 

City Population 

Municipal 
Census 

Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Municipality 
Name 

More than 500,000 The most recent 
census date, either 
federal or municipal, 
but not both. 

Municipal 
classification 
according to 
the Ministry 
of Municipal 

Affairs 

A 
Between 50,000 and 500,000 B 
Between 15,000 and 50,000 C 
Between 5,000 and 15,000 D 
Between 1,000 and 5,000 E 
Fewer than 1,000 F 

 

Complete Municipalities List (Government of Alberta, 2018a) 

City Population 
Municipal 

Census Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Calgary 1,246,337 2017-04-01 
 

City A 

Edmonton 932,546 
 

2016-05-10 City A 

Red Deer 100,418 
 

2016-05-10 City B 

Lethbridge 98,198 2017-04-01 
 

City B 

St. Albert 65,589 
 

2016-05-10 City B 

Airdrie 64,922 2017-04-01 
 

City B 

Medicine Hat 63,260 
 

2016-05-10 City B 

Grande Prairie 63,166 
 

2016-05-10 City B 

Spruce Grove 34,881 2017-04-05 
 

City C 

Leduc 31,130 2017-04-01 
 

City C 

Okotoks 28,881 
 

2016-05-10 Town C 

Cochrane 26,320 2017-04-03 
 

Town C 

Fort Saskatchewan 25,533 2017-04-03 
 

City C 

Chestermere 20,331 2017-05-01 
 

City C 

Lloydminster - Alberta 
side only  

19,645 
 

2016-05-10 City C 
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City Population 
Municipal 

Census Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Camrose 18,742 
 

2016-05-10 City C 

Beaumont 18,320 2017-04-15 
 

Town C 

Stony Plain 17,189 
 

2016-05-10 Town C 

Cold Lake 14,961 
 

2016-05-10 City D 

Sylvan Lake 14,816 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Brooks 14,451 
 

2016-05-10 City D 

Canmore 13,992 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Strathmore 13,756 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

High River 13,584 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Lacombe 13,057 
 

2016-05-10 City D 

Wetaskiwin 12,655 
 

2016-05-10 City D 

Whitecourt 10,204 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Blackfalds 9,916 2017-05-15 
 

Town D 

Morinville 9,893 2016-04-01 
 

Town D 

Hinton 9,882 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Olds 9,184 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Banff 8,875 2017-06-12 
 

Town D 

Taber 8,428 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Edson 8,414 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Coaldale 8,215 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Drumheller 7,982 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Innisfail 7,847 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Drayton Valley 7,235 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Ponoka 7,229 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Peace River 6,842 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Slave Lake 6,651 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 
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City Population 
Municipal 

Census Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Rocky Mountain House 6,635 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Devon 6,578 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Bonnyville 6,422 2017-04-01 
 

Town D 

Wainwright 6,270 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

St. Paul 5,963 2017-04-10 
 

Town D 

Stettler 5,952 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Vegreville 5,708 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Redcliff 5,600 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Didsbury 5,268 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Westlock 5,101 
 

2016-05-10 Town D 

Barrhead 4,579 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Vermilion 4,150 2017-04-01 
 

Town E 

Carstairs 4,077 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Raymond 4,037 2017-04-10 
 

Town E 

High Level 3,992 2017-05-01 
 

Town E 

Claresholm 3,780 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Pincher Creek 3,642 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Cardston 3,585 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Grande Cache 3,571 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Penhold 3,277 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Three Hills 3,212 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Gibbons 3,159 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Crossfield 3,055 2017-05-08 
 

Town E 

Fairview 2,998 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Fort Macleod 2,967 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Athabasca 2,965 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 
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City Population 
Municipal 

Census Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Sundre 2,729 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Grimshaw 2,718 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Black Diamond 2,700 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Coalhurst 2,668 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Sexsmith 2,620 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Rimbey 2,567 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

High Prairie 2,564 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Hanna 2,559 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Turner Valley 2,559 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Beaverlodge 2,465 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Magrath 2,435 2017-04-24 
 

Town E 

Calmar 2,228 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Nanton* 2,181 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Tofield 2,081 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Redwater 2,053 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Bow Island 2,043 2017-05-01 
 

Town E 

Provost 1,998 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Fox Creek 1,971 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Millet 1,945 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Vulcan 1,917 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Valleyview 1,863 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Picture Butte 1,810 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Lamont 1,774 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Bon Accord 1,529 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Wembley 1,516 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Elk Point 1,452 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 
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City Population 
Municipal 

Census Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Two Hills 1,443 2017-05-15 
 

Town E 

Legal 1,345 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Mayerthorpe 1,320 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Bruderheim 1,308 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Swan Hills 1,301 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Nobleford 1,278 
 

2016-05-10 Village E 

Stirling 1,269 2017-06-01 
 

Village E 

Bowden 1,240 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Vauxhall 1,222 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Irricana 1,216 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Bassano 1,206 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Manning 1,183 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Eckville 1,125 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Duchess 1,085 
 

2016-05-10 Village E 

Viking 1,083 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Bentley 1,078 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Trochu 1,058 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Falher 1,047 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Onoway 1,029 
 

2016-05-10 Town E 

Oyen 1,022 2017-06-05 
 

Town E 

Alberta Beach 1,018 
 

2016-05-10 Village E 

Thorsby 1,015 2017-04-01 
 

Town E 

Spirit River 995 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Killam 989 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Kitscoty 976 2016-04-01 
 

Village F 

Smoky Lake 964 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 
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City Population 
Municipal 

Census Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Barnwell 947 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Coronation 940 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Castor 929 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Delburne 892 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Forestburg 875 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Mundare 852 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Boyle 845 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Bashaw 830 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Linden 828 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Mannville 828 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Milk River 827 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Hythe 827 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Daysland 824 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Beiseker 819 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Sedgewick 811 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Rainbow Lake 795 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

McLennan 791 2017-05-01 
 

Town F 

Warburg 766 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Alix 734 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Consort 729 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Clive 715 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Spring Lake 699 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Wabamun 682 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Acme 653 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Rycroft 612 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Marwayne 606 2017-05-15 
 

Village F 
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City Population 
Municipal 

Census Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Breton 574 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Hardisty 554 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Stavely 541 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Foremost 541 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Berwyn 538 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Irma 521 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Caroline 512 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Carbon 500 2017-05-01 
 

Village F 

Hay Lakes 495 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Glendon 493 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Ryley 483 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Cremona 444 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Clyde 430 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Andrew 425 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Edgerton 425 2017-05-10 0 Village F 

Bawlf 422 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Granum 406 
 

2016-05-10 Town F 

Rosemary 396 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Warner 373 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Nampa 364 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Standard 353 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Holden 350 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Big Valley 349 2017-05-01 0 Village F 

Hines Creek 346 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Chauvin 345 2016-05-19 0 Village F 

Donnelly 342 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 
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City Population 
Municipal 

Census Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Barons 341 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Myrnam 339 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Champion 317 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Glenwood 316 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Rockyford 316 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Longview 307 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Elnora 298 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Vilna 290 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Girouxville 289 2017-05-01 0 Village F 

Chipman 274 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Lougheed 256 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Carmangay 250 2017-05-19 0 Village F 

Coutts 245 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Hughenden 243 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Morrin 240 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Veteran 238 2017-05-29 0 Village F 

Innisfree 223 2017-05-15 0 Village F 

Bittern Lake 220 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Donalda 219 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Delia 216 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Cowley 209 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Arrowwood 207 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Amisk 204 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Czar 202 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Ferintosh 202 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Munson 192 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 
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City Population 
Municipal 

Census Date 

Federal 
Census 

Date 
MA 

Category 
Thesis 
Type 

Hussar 190 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Rosalind 188 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Dewberry 186 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Waskatenau 186 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Paradise Valley 179 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Lomond 166 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Hill Spring 162 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Heisler 160 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Alliance 154 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Youngstown 154 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Edberg 151 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Empress 135 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Halkirk 112 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 

Cereal 111 
 

2016-05-10 Village F 
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Appendix B: Survey Email Invitation 

Hello! My name is Jessica Giesbrecht, and this email is part of the research project requirement 
for a Master of Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads 
University can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of 
Leadership Studies: [email address] or [telephone number]. 

Purpose of the Study and Sponsoring Organization 

The purpose of this inquiry is to investigate what has best developed senior municipal leaders for 
their roles. The objective is to provide a snapshot of what is currently working well to prepare 
emerging leaders for senior leadership positions in municipal administrations and highlight 
leadership development opportunities. 

The partner organization for this project is the Local Government Administration Association 
(LGAA) of Alberta. The nature of our partnership is collaborative in that the data analysis and 
concepts that are shown through research in literature and potential connections between data 
findings and concepts will be shared with the LGAA. Once the research project is fully 
complete, the recommendations that result from the research will be shared with the LGAA to 
determine action steps and tools that will assist in leadership development across municipal 
organizations across Alberta. 

Participant Selection 

Participants for this project have been selected based on their role as a Senior Leader within a 
municipal organization in Alberta. For the purpose of this project, Senior Leader refers to a 
Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) or their equivalent as well as those who report direct to the 
CAO and are responsible for an organizational department or division. If you are a CAO, City, or 
Town Manager please forward this email and attachment to your Senior Leaders, as defined 
above. 

You are receiving this email as an invitation to participate, based on your current role. If you 
would like to participate in this project, please read the Information Letter attached to this email. 
If you participate in this research, please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 

PLEASE NOTE: By participating, you agree that you are over eighteen years of age and work in 
a senior leadership capacity for municipal administration in Alberta. You also agree that you 
have read this email and the attached information letter; you understand that your participation 
is voluntary and that you can withdraw at any time by exiting the survey. 

Thank you, 

Jessica Giesbrecht 

Master of Arts in Leadership Student 
Royal Roads University 
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[email address] 
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Appendix C: Survey Letter of Invitation 

Leadership Qualities within Municipal Administration 

Hello! As stated in the invitation email, my name is Jessica Giesbrecht, and this email is part of 
the research project requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University. 
My credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine 
Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: [email address] or [telephone number]. 

Your Participation and How Information Will Be Collected 

The first part of my research involves an anonymous electronic survey. The survey should take 
approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. Once competed, the surveys will be available to me 
for analysis and interpretation. Once submitted, answers you have provided become part of the 
larger anonymous data set and cannot be withdrawn. 

Participants who have completed the electronic survey may self-identify to engage in a follow-up 
interview about leadership development in municipal administration can include their contact 
information at the end of the survey and request participation. The interviews will be scheduled 
for 30-45 minutes, depending on interviewee availability. If you select this option, you will 
receive a follow up email with further information. 

Benefits and Risks to Participation 

The risks associated with this anonymous online survey are anticipated to be low, as the 
researcher will be the only individual to see the raw data and the online survey tool maintains 
anonymity. The survey data will be hosted by SurveyMonkey in the United States of America 
and is subject to local privacy laws, and once downloaded, will be stored on a password 
protected flash drive and kept in a locked cabinet. 

Participants are reminded that they can withdraw their consent and input at any time by exiting 
the survey prior to clicking the button at the end. Participants cannot withdraw their consent after 
they have clicked the final “submit” button for the survey, because there are no identifiers on the 
data that would make extraction of individual survey entries possible, and the survey data 
becomes part of the anonymous data for the inquiry. 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

As the researcher, I am currently employed by the Town of High River in a temporary position. 
To avoid any real or perceived conflicts of interest, the survey data is entirely anonymous; if 
anyone from my current organization participates, there will be no way for me to distinguish that 
information from the greater data set. I disclose this information here so that you can be fully 
informed of any perceived or potential conflicts of interest. 

Confidentiality, Security of Data, and Retention Period 
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Participant privacy will be protected throughout this study. The survey is housed on Survey 
Monkey servers, in North America. In the event that your survey response is processed and 
stored in the United States, you are advised that its governments, courts, or law enforcement and 
regulatory agencies may be able to obtain disclosure of the data through the laws of the United 
States. 

Once the data set is complete, electronic data will be stored on a password protected flash drive, 
which will be kept in a locked cabinet. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Data 
will be kept until the final thesis is published or for the period laid out by the Royal Roads 
University Research Ethics Board, after which point it will be destroyed or deleted. 

Sharing Results 

In addition to submitting the final thesis report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment 
for the Master of Arts in Leadership program, the research findings will also be shared with the 
LGAA, and a summary infographic that explains the findings will be shareable through digital 
means. Participants that would like to receive notification of thesis publication may request to 
receive an email and include their contact information at the end of the online survey. This 
contact information will not be connected to survey responses and will be deleted after the final 
thesis link and findings infographic is emailed. 

Procedure for Withdrawing from the Study 

To withdraw from the survey, participants can close their browser, in which case no answers will 
be retained or submitted. 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 

PLEASE NOTE: By participating in this survey, you agree that you are over eighteen years of 
age and work in a senior leadership capacity for municipal administration in Alberta. You also 
agree that you have read the invitation to participate email (the email to which this document 
was attached); you understand that your participation is voluntary and that you can withdraw at 
any time by exiting the survey. 

By clicking on this link, you agree to participate in this survey, and accept the provisions 
described above. 

[Survey link] 
 

Thank you, 

Jessica Giesbrecht 

Master of Arts in Leadership Student 
Royal Roads University 

[Email address] 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 152 

Appendix D: Interview Email Invitation 

Hello! As stated in the Survey Invitation Email and Information Letter, my name is Jessica 
Giesbrecht, and this email is part of the research project requirement for a Master of Arts in 
Leadership at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University can be 
established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: [email 
address] or [telephone number]. 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 

The purpose of this inquiry is to investigate what has best developed senior municipal leaders for 
their roles. The objective is to provide a snapshot of what is currently working well to prepare 
emerging leaders for senior leadership positions in municipal administrations and highlight 
leadership development opportunities. 

The partner organization for this project is the Local Government Administration Association 
(LGAA) of Alberta. The nature of our partnership is collaborative in that the data analysis and 
concepts that are shown through research in literature and potential connections between data 
findings and concepts will be shared with the LGAA. Once the research project is fully 
complete, the recommendations that result from the research will be shared with the LGAA to 
determine action steps and tools that will assist in leadership development across municipal 
organizations across Alberta. 

Participant selection 

Participants for this project have been selected based on their role as a Senior Leader within a 
municipal organization in Alberta. For the purpose of this project, Senior Leader refers to a 
Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) or their equivalent as well as those who report direct to the 
CAO and are responsible for an organizational department or division. 

You are receiving this email as an invitation to participate, based on your current role. If you 
would like to participate in this project, please read the Information Letter attached to this email. 
If you participate in this research, please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 

PLEASE NOTE: By participating, you agree that you are over eighteen years of age and work in 
a senior leadership capacity for municipal administration in Alberta. You also agree that you 
have read the Invitation Email and attached Information Letter; you understand that your 
participation is voluntary and that you can withdraw at any time by exiting the survey. 

Thank you, 

Jessica Giesbrecht 

Master of Arts in Leadership Student 
Royal Roads University 

[Email address] 
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Appendix E: Interview Invitation Letter 

Hello! As stated in the Survey Invitation Email and Information Letter, my name is Jessica 
Giesbrecht, and this email is part of the research project requirement for a Master of Arts in 
Leadership at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University can be 
established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: [email 
address] or [telephone number]. 

Participation and Data Collection 

This part of my research will consist of an anonymous online survey followed by interviews. 
Participants who have completed the survey who self-identified as interested in a follow-up 
interview, are now reading this email. The interviews will be scheduled for 30-45 minutes, 
depending on interviewee availability and the amount of time interviewees spend on each 
question. 

Interviews will be recorded on a voice recorder, which I will then transcribe. Once transcribed, 
interview notes will be sent to the interviewee for confirmation of understanding. After the 
interviewee agrees that the transcript is fair and accurate, the data will be incorporated in the data 
set. 

Benefits and Risks to Participation 

The risks associated with participation in an interview are anticipated to be low. The interview 
will be conducted over the telephone or video chat. As a result, the participant can be 
comfortable at the time of the call. 

If participants choose to participate in an interview, they will be asked to provide their verbal 
consent to be interviewed, recorded, and quoted using a pseudonym at the beginning of the 
interview. Interviewees will be reminded that their consent and participation can be withdrawn at 
any time, up to the point of sign off on the interview transcripts. 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

As the researcher, I am currently employed by the Town of High River in a temporary position. 
To avoid any real or perceived conflicts of interest, the survey data is entirely anonymous; if 
anyone from my current organization participates, there will be no way for me to distinguish that 
information from the greater data set. Should anyone from the Town of High River request to 
participate in an interview, their request will be declined. I disclose this information here so that 
you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, Security of Data, and Retention Period 

Participant privacy will be protected throughout this study. All interview audio recordings and 
transcripts will be stored on a password protected flash drive, which will be kept in a locked 
cabinet. Interview audio recordings will be deleted once they are transcribed with pseudonyms 
used in place of real names. Direct participant quotes may be used in the final thesis document if 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 154 

the participant has explicitly agreed via email. All documentation will be kept strictly 
confidential. Data will be kept until the final thesis is published or for the period laid out by the 
Royal Roads University Ethics Department, after which point it will be destroyed or deleted. 
Data for any participants that withdraw from the study will be immediately destroyed or deleted. 

Sharing Results 

In addition to submitting the final thesis report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment 
for the Master of Arts in Leadership program, the research findings will also be shared with the 
LGAA, and a summary infographic that explains the findings will be shareable through digital 
means. Participants that would like to receive notification of thesis publication may request to 
receive an email and include their contact information at the end of the online survey. This 
contact information will not be connected to survey responses and will be deleted after the final 
thesis link and findings infographic is emailed. 

Procedure for Withdrawing from the Study 

To withdraw from the interview, participants may indicate their desire to withdraw from the 
research project at any time during the interview or after the interview, up to final sign-off of 
interview transcripts. Once the interview is complete, the researcher will transcribe the interview 
and send the document to the participant, requesting confirmation that their statements were 
accurately understood. The interviewee will be given one week to provide clarity or feedback on 
the transcript, after which the content of the transcript will be assumed to be accurate and 
complete, and would be included in the anonymous data set. 

As a participant or potential participant, if you have any additional questions or concerns that are 
not currently covered within this letter, please contact me to discuss. 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 

Thank you, 

Jessica Giesbrecht 

Master of Arts in Leadership Student 
Royal Roads University 

[Email address] 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 155 

Appendix F: Interview Script 

Hello ___________________. Thank you for volunteering to participate in this research project. 

I will record this interview and then transcribe it. After this is complete, I will send the 
transcribed interview notes to you for your review prior to blending the data collected into the 
data set for the research. Do I have your permission to record this interview? YES / NO 

>> If given permission to record, this is where the recording will begin; if permission to record, 
the interview will not be conducted, due to inability to provide backup documentation of data 
inputs. 

As a reminder, your participation is entirely optional, and you are able to withdraw at any time. 
If you choose to withdraw from the interview, the information you have shared up to that point 
will be deleted or destroyed, including your contact information. 

The information collected through this interview will be used for academic purposes, as outlined 
in the Interview Invitation email and letter. Do you have any questions about the information in 
that email? YES / NO 

Depending on the answers given and stories shared, I may want to include some of your stories 
or direct quotes in my final thesis document. Your real name would not be used, nor would any 
other identifying features of the story, and I would either paraphrase or directly quote the story, 
depending on the context. If you choose to not give consent, I will not use any of your stories or 
direct quotes in my thesis. 

Do you consent to stories you share being used in the final thesis document? YES / NO 

The primary research question is: How can the perspectives and experiences of senior leaders in 
Alberta municipalities inform leadership development for emerging leaders? In support of that 
inquiry, I am asking questions about your experience as a leader, with the goal of understanding 
leadership development opportunities for emerging leaders in the sector. 

The questions ask for your perspective, experience, and opinion; there are no wrong answers. 
Some of these questions may sound much like the questions from the survey; the purpose of 
those questions here is to dig a little deeper than the survey was able to inquire. 

I am curious as to your perspective on how senior leaders currently develop skills for their roles. 

1. Describe a great leader. What is a good leader? Character qualities, traits, demeanour, habits, 
practices, etc. N=17 

2. What best prepared you to be a senior leader? N=16 

3. How are you supported to be a good leader? N=15 

4. As a leader, what do you need to realize your potential? N=15 
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5. What do emerging leaders need to help them develop into senior leaders? N=17 

6. How can emerging leaders develop these skills most effectively? N=16 

7. What limits development of emerging leaders? N=17 

8. If it was possible, what would you change about leadership development in your 
organization? Why? N=15 

9. What might support this change? What might derail it? N=15 

10. What is the best-case future state of leadership (as a concept or practice) in your 
organization? Please explain. N=15 

11. What might increase, encourage, or support leadership development in the sector as a whole? 
N=17 

12. Is there anything else you would like to say that I have not yet asked or we have not yet 
discussed? N=14 
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Appendix G: Inquiry Team Agreement Template 

Hello, 

Thank you for working with me in my research on leadership development in municipal 
organizations in Alberta. 

You are receiving this letter because I have asked you to participate in my Master of Arts in 
Leadership (MAL) research by being an Inquiry Team Member and you have agreed in 
principle. 

The role of Inquiry Team Member will be to complete the online anonymous survey and provide 
feedback about the questions, answers, and process. This input is both from a technical aspect of 
how the survey worked for you as well as from the perspective of a leader or former leader in a 
municipal organization. 

There are no known risks or power over issues that would interfere with your participation in this 
inquiry. Inquiry team members will not be privy to confidential information of any kind at any 
time and are therefore not required to maintain confidentiality related to this survey. 

If you would like to participate as an inquiry team member, please check each of the following 
items to acknowledge your involvement in this project. Then sign and date this agreement and 
email it back to me at [email address]. If you do not agree to the following terms, you are 
released from our verbal agreement. If, at any time, you would like to withdraw your consent to 
participate, you are welcome to do so. 

Please check the items with which you agree: 

____ I agree that I am 18 years of age or older 

____ I agree that I do not currently work for the same organization as Jessica Giesbrecht 

____ I agree that I do not report to Jessica Giesbrecht 

____ I agree that Jessica Giesbrecht does not currently report to me in a professional capacity 

____ I agree to provide feedback regarding the online survey 

____ I agree to maintain any potentially confidential information I gain through this process 
confidential 

 Name (please print in block letters):   

 Signature:   

 Date:   

Thank you for participating in my Masters program! 
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Warmly, 
Jessica 
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Appendix H: Survey Preamble 

Welcome to my survey: leadership development within municipal administration 

As stated in the Invitation Email, my name is Jessica Giesbrecht, and this survey is part of the 
research project requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University. My 
credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine 
Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: [email address] or [telephone number]. 

The first part of my research involves an anonymous electronic survey. The survey should take 
approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. Once competed, the surveys will be available to me 
for analysis and interpretation. Once submitted, answers you have provided become part of the 
larger anonymous data set and cannot be withdrawn. 

Participants who have completed the electronic survey may self-identify to engage in a follow-up 
interview about leadership development in municipal administration and can include their 
contact information at the end of the survey. The interviews will be scheduled for 30-60 minutes, 
depending on interviewee availability. If you select this option, you will receive a follow up 
email with further information. 

The risks associated with this anonymous online survey are anticipated to be low, as I will be the 
only individual to see the raw data and the online survey tool maintains anonymity. The survey 
data will be hosted by SurveyMonkey in the United States of America and is subject to local 
privacy laws. Once downloaded, the data will be stored on a password protected flash drive and 
kept in a locked cabinet. 

Participants can withdraw at any time by exiting the survey prior to clicking the button at the 
end. Participants cannot withdraw after they have clicked the final button for the survey, because 
there are no identifiers that would make extraction of individual survey entries possible; their 
survey data then becomes part of the anonymous data set for the inquiry. 

The survey is housed on Survey Monkey servers, in North America. In the event that your survey 
response is processed and stored in the United States, you are advised that its governments, 
courts, or law enforcement and regulatory agencies may be able to obtain disclosure of the data 
through the laws of the United States. 

Once the data set is complete, the electronic data will be stored on a password protected flash 
drive, which will be kept in a locked cabinet. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. 
Data will be kept until the final thesis is published or for the period laid out by the Royal Roads 
University Research Ethics Board, after which point it will be destroyed or deleted. 

As the researcher, I am currently employed by the Town of High River in a temporary position. 
To avoid any real or perceived conflicts of interest, the survey data is entirely anonymous; if 
anyone from my current organization participates, there will be no way for me to distinguish that 
information from the greater data set. For the second phase of data collection, I will not interview 
any participants from my current workplace. I disclose this information here so that you can be 
fully informed of any perceived or potential conflicts of interest. 
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In addition to submitting the final thesis report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment 
for the Master of Arts in Leadership program, the research findings will also be shared with the 
Local Government Administration Association, and a summary infographic that explains the 
findings will be shareable through digital means. Participants that would like to receive 
notification of thesis publication may, at the end of the online survey, include their contact 
information and request to receive an email. 

Thank you, 

Jessica Giesbrecht 

Master of Arts in Leadership Student 
Royal Roads University 

[Email address] 

 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 161 

Appendix I: Survey Questions 

Leadership qualities within municipal administration: consent to participate 

The purpose of the thesis is to better understand what leadership development has been most 
beneficial for senior leaders in municipal administration. 

 

Question 1 

By participating in this survey, you agree that you are over eighteen years of age and work in a 
senior leadership capacity for municipal administration in Alberta. You also agree that you have 
read the invitation to participate email; you understand that your participation is voluntary and 
that you can withdraw at any time by exiting the survey. 

By selecting "I agree to participate" below, you give your informed consent to participate in this 
survey, and accept the provisions described in the Information Letter that provides the detail of 
the inquiry. 

Select one.  Answered: 53 Skipped: 0 

o I agree to participate. N=533 
o I do not agree to participate. N=0 

Please note that selecting the second option of “I do not agree” would have taken the participant 
to the standard disqualification / end of survey page. 

Categorization 

The survey is organized into sections; the first section begins with some questions that may help 
reveal patterns or trends in the data. Most questions in this section are multiple choice, check 
box, or a similar type of answer option. The second section asks about personal leadership, the 
third asks about leadership development within your organization, and the fourth asks about 
leadership development within the sector of municipal administration. The questions in these 
three sections provide text boxes or text box lists for response. 

The survey closes with an invitation to participate in an interview for further research within this 
thesis. Participants can also submit their contact information or email me directly to receive a 
link to the final thesis once it is published 

Some questions and answers are phrased informally; this is partly because I did not want the 
survey to feel overly formal or complicated to complete and partly because these reflect the 
sentiment I have heard from colleagues across the country. 

 
3 Note that because one respondent only answered the first two questions, the final data set included 

information from only 52 respondents. 
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Question 2 

What is the population of the municipality for which you work? 

Select one.  Answered: 53 Skipped: 0 

o Fewer than 1,000 N=18 
o 1,000 to 5,000 N=13 
o 5,000 to 15,000 N=15 
o 15,000 to 50,000 N=7 
o 50,000 to 500,000 N=0 
o More than 500,000 N=0 

 

Question 3 

How many years have you worked in municipal administration? 

Select one.  Answered: 52 Skipped: 1 

o Less than 1 year N=0 
o 1 to 5 years N=3 
o 6 to 10 years N=9 
o 11 to 15 years N=11 
o 16 to 20 years N=7 
o 21 to 25 years N=6 
o 26 to 30 years N=8 
o 31 to 35 years N=4 
o 36 to 40 years N=4 
o 40+ years N=0 

 

Question 4 

Have you ever taken or participated in leadership training? 

Select one. Answered: 52 Skipped: 1 

o Yes (proceed to question 5) N=48 
o No (proceed to question 7) N=4 

 

Question 5 
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Please select all of the leadership training activities you have undertaken and indicate any 
training activities you wish to undertake in the next three years. 

 Answered: 48 Skipped: 5 

Training activities 
Have taken / 

attended 
Plan to take in the 

next 3 years 

Certificate / diploma program o N=36 o N=5 

Seminar / workshop o N=45 o N=14 

University o N=27 o N=1 

Post-graduate study o N=10 o N=1 

Podcast / web series o N=20 o N=10 

Conference / retreat o N=44 o N=13 

Individual professional coaching sessions o N=14 o N=5 

Courses / continuing education o N=35 o N=12 

Formal / informal mentoring o N=31 o N=9 

Reading books / personal research o N=36 o N=12 

Other (please specify) N=2 
 

Question 6 

Of the leadership training activities you have undertaken, rank the top 3 activities in terms of 
usefulness to your current leadership role. 

 Answered: 48 Skipped: 5 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Training activities 

N=10 N=11 N=5 N=0 N=1 N=2 N=0 N=2 N=0 N=0 Certificate / diploma 
program 

N=2 N=13 N=7 N=2 N=0 N=2 N=1 N=1 N=1 N=0 Seminar / workshop 

N=9 N=2 N=0 N=2 N=0 N=1 N=1 N=1 N=1 N=0 University 

N=4 N=0 N=0 N=0 N=1 N=1 N=0 N=0 N=0 N=2 Post-graduate study 

N=0 N=0 N=0 N=0 N=1 N=1 N=1 N=3 N=0 N=0 Podcast / web series 
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Training activities 

N=3 N=7 N=10 N=1 N=1 N=2 N=2 N=0 N=0 N=1 Conference / retreat 

N=2 N=0 N=2 N=0 N=1 N=0 N=1 N=1 N=1 N=0 
Individual 
professional 
coaching sessions 

N=3 N=6 N=7 N=1 N=0 N=0 N=1 N=1 N=1 N=1 Courses / continuing 
education 

N=8 N=1 N=2 N=1 N=1 N=1 N=0 N=1 N=1 N=2 Formal / informal 
mentoring 

N=1 N=2 N=7 N=0 N=1 N=1 N=4 N=1 N=0 N=1 Reading books / 
personal research 

 

Question 7 

Why did you choose to work in a senior leadership role within a municipal organization? 

Text box answer. N=50 Answered: 50 Skipped: 3 

 

Question 8 

Do you feel you have the leadership skills, knowledge, training, and experience to lead in your 
current role? 

Multiple choice bubbles for each option Answered: 52 Skipped: 1 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Usually Always 
Skills o N=0 o N=0 o N=4 o N=29 o N=19 
Knowledge o N=0 o N=0 o N=3 o N=34 o N=15 
Training o N=0 o N=0 o N=10 o N=29 o N=13 
Experience o N=0 o N=0 o N=2 o N=31 o N=19 

 

Question 9 

In your opinion, for what were you hired? 

Select one.  Answered: 52 Skipped: 1 

o Technical skills related to a professional designation (i.e. engineer, accountant) N=7 
o Team / relationship building N=8 
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o Strategic thinking / decision making N=11 
o Leadership knowledge / experience N=21 
o Other (please specify) __________________________ N=5 

 

Question 10 

What personal skills or knowledge do you most rely on in the performance of your leadership 
role? 

Select one.  Answered: 51 Skipped: 2 

o Technical skills related to a professional designation (i.e. engineer, accountant) N=2 
o Team / relationship building N=10 
o Strategic thinking / decision making N=16 
o Leadership knowledge / experience N=20 
o Other (please specify) __________________________ N=3 

 

Question 11 

How do you spend the majority of your time? 

Select one.  Answered: 52 Skipped: 1 

o Utilizing technical skills related to a professional designation (i.e. engineer, accountant) 
N=0 

o Building relationships within your organization N=4 
o Completing administrative tasks and attending meetings N=15 
o Planning future work / thinking ahead N=5 
o Getting work done (not necessarily related to a professional designation N=8 
o Managing people within your organization N=4 
o Human resources functions and tasks N=1 
o Engaged in strategic decision making N=7 
o Other (please specify) __________________________ N=8 

 

Question 12 

What best prepared you to be a senior leader? 

 Answered: 49 Skipped: 4 

a) __________________________ N=49 

b) __________________________ N=47 
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c) __________________________ N=45 

 

Question 13 

What could have prepared you better for your current role? 

 Answered: 48 Skipped: 5 

a) __________________________ N=48 

b) __________________________ N=33 

c) __________________________ N=26 

 

Question 14 

What guides your decisions? 

Text box.  Answered: 48 Skipped: 5 

 

Question 15 

What are your leadership values? 

 Answered: 49 Skipped: 4 

a) __________________________ N=49 

b) __________________________ N=49 

c) __________________________ N=48 

d) __________________________ N=41 

e) __________________________ N=36 

 

Question 16 

What are your leadership strengths? 

 Answered: 49 Skipped: 4 

a) __________________________ N=49 
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b) __________________________ N=47 

c) __________________________ N=44 

d) __________________________ N=38 

e) __________________________ N=31 

 

Question 17 

What motivates you professionally? 

Text box.  Answered: 46 Skipped: 7 

 

Question 18 

What are the strengths of leadership development within your organization? 

 Answered: 42 Skipped: 11 

a) __________________________ N=42 

b) __________________________ N=36 

c) __________________________ N=31 

 

Question 19 

What might you want to change about leadership development in your organization? 

Text box.  Answered: 40 Skipped: 13 

 

Question 20 

What might support leadership development in your organization? 

 Answered: 40 Skipped: 13 

a) __________________________ N=40 

b) __________________________ N=27 

c) __________________________ N=20 
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Question 21 

What might derail leadership development in your organization? 

 Answered: 40 Skipped: 13 

a) __________________________ N=40 

b) __________________________ N=31 

c) __________________________ N=21 

 

Question 22 

Across the municipal administration sector in Alberta, how do senior leaders currently develop 
the leadership skills needed for their roles? 

Text box.  Answered: 41 Skipped: 12 

 

Question 23 

What is/are the major change(s) you have observed in leadership within the municipal sector in 
the last 10 years? 

Text box.  Answered: 40 Skipped: 13 

 

Question 24 

In your opinion, what limits the development of emerging leaders within the sector? 

Text box.  Answered: 40 Skipped: 13 

 

Question 25  

What might increase the capacity of emerging leaders within the municipal administration 
sector? 

 Answered: 35 Skipped: 18 

a) __________________________ N=35 
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b) __________________________ N=32 

c) __________________________ N=18 

d) __________________________ N=10 

e) __________________________ N=4 

 

Question 26 

Is there anything else you would like to share? 

Text box.  Answered: 23 Skipped: 30 

 

Question 27 

If you would like to participate in a follow-up interview, please provide your contact information 
below. By submitting your contact information, you are requesting an email from me—the 
researcher—Jessica Giesbrecht. If you do not want your contact information on SurveyMonkey’s 
server in the United States of America, but would like to participate in an interview, please email 
me directly at [email address]. 

 Answered: 19 Skipped: 34 

Name: __________________________ 

Municipal email address: __________________________ 

Municipality __________________________ 

Role (CAO or Senior Leader) Select one 

 

Question 28 

If you would like to receive an email with a link to the final thesis document and research 
findings, please include your email address below or email me directly at [email address]. Please 
note, these may not be available until sometime in 2019. 

Text box.  Answered: 26 Skipped: 27 
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Appendix J: Survey Reminder Email 

Hello! 

To those who have already participated in this survey, THANK YOU! If you have already 
forwarded this survey to your direct reports who oversee a department or division, please 
disregard this email. 

It came to my attention that I did not include a deadline by which to fill out the survey. Please 
have responses complete by the end of day Saturday November 24, 2018. 

Please remember to forward the information letter and survey link to your direct reports who 
oversee a department or division, as their insights will add to the body of knowledge created 
through this thesis. 

If you have not yet filled out the survey, please take a few minutes to share some of your 
thoughts. The only mandatory questions are the first two. While I would appreciate your input on 
all questions, I understand that senior leaders in municipal organizations are extraordinarily busy 
people, and I value any insights, opinions, or thoughts you would like to share. 

I am still looking for leaders who would like to be interviewed. If you are interested, please 
indicate that at the end of the survey. Thank you to those who have indicated they are interested 
in an interview; I will be emailing each of you directly this week. 

There are no “right” or “wrong” answers, rather the purpose of the survey is to collect ideas, 
opinions, and experiences of CAOs and senior leaders in municipal administration. Within this 
data, patterns will emerge and the information collected will be shared back with those who have 
requested a copy of the final report and with the LGAA, the partner organization for this thesis. 

You can contact the LGAA directly at [email address] or LGAA President, Kelly Lloyd directly 
at [email address]. 

Thank you, 

Jessica 

Jessica Giesbrecht 

Master of Arts in Leadership Student 
Royal Roads University 

[Email address] 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 171 

Appendix K: Thank You Letter 

Hello! 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the interview portion of my Master of Arts in 
Leadership research project. 

The interview portion of data collection is now complete. Many thanks to all who volunteered to 
participate and to those who were interviewed. 

As a reminder, if you would like to receive a link to the final thesis or an email with a summary 
of findings once the research is fully complete, please reply to this email. 

If, at any time, you would like to be removed from this email group, please simply email me 
back and I will remove your contact information from my files. 

And because today is Christmas Eve, a very Merry Christmas to you and yours, and best wishes 
for a healthy Happy New Year!! 

Thank you, 

Jessica Giesbrecht 

Master of Arts in Leadership Student 
Royal Roads University 
 
[email address] 
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Appendix L: Summary of Interview Participant Data 

Following are the pseudonyms for interview participants along with a few facts about each. I 
selected pseudonyms for each participant from an Internet search, which provided a list of the 
top 20 baby names from the year I was born. I chose names that were common in my elementary 
school education and assigned these pseudonyms to participants randomly. I have organized 
them alphabetically in this appendix. 

Pseudonym: Amy 

Role: CAO 

Gender Female 

Municipal Population: Fewer than 1,000 

Years: 16 to 20 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Integrity 
2. Initiative 
3. Motivation 
4. Collaboration 
5. Respect 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Seeing a project to fruition. 

 

Pseudonym: Brian 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 5,000 to 15,000 

Years: 26 to 30 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Honesty 
2. Integrity 
3. Hard Work 
4. Empathy 
5. Serve 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Serving the community. 

 

Pseudonym: Chris 

Role: CAO 
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Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 5,000 to 15,000 

Years: 26 to 30 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Passion 
2. Innovation 
3. Curiosity 
4. Listening 
5. Vision 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

The desire to help residents live great lives. 

 

Pseudonym: Dan 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 5,000 to 15,000 

Years: 6 to 10 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Self-awareness 
2. Modelling the way 
3. Strong team = strong results 
4. Dignity and respect 
5. Decisiveness 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Making this world a little bit of a better place. Distinguishing myself 
amongst my peers as an exemplary administrator. 

 

Pseudonym: David 

Role: Director 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 5,000 to 15,000 

Years: 6 to 10 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Fairness 
2. Empathy 
3. Future focused 
4. Acknowledge and share success 
5. Gratitude 
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What motivates you 
professionally? 

Improving the community for residents, businesses, and visitors. 
Building a better community. 

 

Pseudonym: Heather 

Role: CAO 

Gender Female 

Municipal Population: 1,000 to 5,000 

Years: 11 to 15 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Respect 
2. Integrity 
3. Authenticity 
4. Service 
5. Make a difference 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

To do the best job that I am able to. I tend to be overly critical of my 
personal performance. 

 

Pseudonym: Jason 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: Fewer than 1,000 

Years: 36 to 40 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Management is doing things right, leadership is doing the right 
things 
2. Listen to what is said, what is intended, and what is desired 
3. Listen to understand, speak to be understood 
4. Treat others as you would like to be treated 
5. Continuous learning, an ability to be curious, the willingness to 
understand the roles and the management of the "grey" area 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Intrinsically, the ability to see files and projects move forward and to 
understand that by working from behind that positive changes are 
being made in the municipality. 

 

Pseudonym: Jenn 

Role: CAO 
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Gender Female 

Municipal Population: 1,000 to 5,000 

Years: 36 to 40 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Lead by Example 
2. Consistency 
3. Listening 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

To make a difference in people's lives. 

 

Pseudonym: Jim 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 15,000 to 50,000 

Years: 26 to 30 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Critical thinking 
2. Emotional intelligence 
3. Lead by example 
4. Listening 
5. Strength based leadership 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Outcomes. 

 

Pseudonym: Joe 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 5,000 to 15,000 

Years: 1 to 5 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Delegation with authority 
2. Take responsibility for decisions - every outcome should rest on 
my shoulders 
3. Respect and inclusive workplace 
4. Have fun - but if you are to make fun of anyone make it yourself - 
reveal to employees you are the leader but a human leader 
5. Create a positive workplace environment - it takes time to build 
but seconds to destroy 



ALBERTA MUNICIPAL SECTOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 176 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Improving the area I am in charge of and creating an environment 
where mistakes are learning and coaching moments not career 
limiting. To see an organization thrive without me after I leave by 
building a strong team around me. Seeing current and former 
employees thrive. 

 

Pseudonym: John 

Role: Director 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 15,000 to 50,000 

Years: 6 to 10 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Care about your work 
2. Look after your people 
3. Let them do their job 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Making a difference. 

 

Pseudonym: Josh 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 5,000 to 15,000 

Years: 21 to 25 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Respect 
2. Strategic thinking 
3. Honesty 
4. Integrity 
5. Trust and confidence of myself and team around me 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Working with people not like me yet that with which can agree to 
disagree with humility. 

 

Pseudonym: Matt 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 
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Municipal Population: Fewer than 1,000 

Years: 31 to 35 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Integrity 
2. Honesty 
3. Consistency 
4. Fairness 
5. Completeness 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

To make things better for the people. 

 

Pseudonym: Melissa 

Role: CAO 

Gender Female 

Municipal Population: Fewer than 1,000 

Years: 11 to 15 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Integrity 
2. Honesty 
3. Respecting others 
4. Listening skills 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Doing the best job I can and having the respect of my staff. 

 

Pseudonym: Rob 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 1,000 to 5,000 

Years: 31 to 35 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Honesty 
2. Individual Integrity 
3. How do we succeed? 
4. Have fun 
5. Care for staff 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

The team I work with keeps me coming back and I am contributing in 
making our community a better place to live. 
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Pseudonym: Ryan 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: 15,000 to 50,000 

Years: 11 to 15 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Seeking to learn and grow 
2. Being excited about the future 
3. Pride in public service 
4. Integrity 
5. Determination 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

Making a difference in my community. Wanting to be the best I can 
be.  

 

Pseudonym: Will 

Role: CAO 

Gender Male 

Municipal Population: Fewer than 1,000 

Years: 6 to 10 years 

Leadership Values: 1. Integrity 
2. Honesty 
3. Morality 
4. Hard Work 
5. Mentorship 

What motivates you 
professionally? 

I have intrinsic motivation to be the best administrator I can. 
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Appendix M: Data Analysis Codes 

Following are the codes I used in analyzing interview data.  

Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

#NEW = Fewer people entering public service 

      X      

$B.Lack = Lack of budget for training / development 

      X      

$B = Proactively budget for training / development 

  X X X   X X X X  

$BS = Larger centres could budget scholarship dollars for leaders in smaller centres to take 
leadership development / training 

           X 

2nd = Secondments between organizations 

          X  

ACC = Accountability 

   X         

ACT.Lack = Lack of advanced critical thinking 

      X      

ADV.Lack = Lack of advancement opportunities in small communities 

      X      

AllLEAD = Everyone is a leader in their own area 

         X   

AllOPP = Give all staff opportunities to develop 

       X X X X  

B.MTR = Informal mentoring with retired Baby Boomers 

           X 

Boom = A shift is occurring with the Baby Boomer generation leaving the workforce 

           X 

BROAD = CAOs roles are broad / generalists 
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Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

    X       X 

Broad = Municipal sector is broad 

           X 

C.Learn = Continuous learning 

 X    X     X X 

CAO = CAO 

        X    

CAOrole = describes parts of the CAO’s role / responsibilities 

           X 

CCL = Council support 

  X X      X   

CCL/ADM = Strong relationship between Council and Administration 

    X        

CCL/CAO = Clarity / alignment between Council and CAO 

   X        X 

CHG = Fear of change 

        X    

Cmp = Complacency 

        X    

Collab = Public work is collaborative and includes community groups 

           X 

ComCom = Communicate with the community about their community, the work the 
municipality is doing, and the return on training / development 

          X  

Culture = Culture 

   X         
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Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

Curiosity = Curiosity 

   X         

D:EGO = Derail: ego 

    X        

Desire2i = Desire to improve community 

   X         

Desire2L = Desire to lead 

   X         

DEV = Develop everyone in the organization 

         X X X 

DevReq = Require development in performance management process 

       X     

DevSEC = Develop the sector 

        X    

Diffused = Diffused leadership model 

         X   

DO = Learn by doing 

     X       

EDU = Proactively educate about the field of municipal government 

        X  X X 

EGO = Ego; self-importance 

      X  X    

ENT = Entitlement 

        X    

Excellence = Strive for excellence 
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Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

   X         

EXP = Experience 

 X  X X   X     

EXP.Lack = Lack of experience 

      X      

F.Train = Formal training / courses / learning 

     X       

F.Train.Lack = Lack of formal training / courses / learning 

      X      

FAM = Family 

  X          

FAMdec = Make work-related decisions for family reasons 

      X      

FE = Formal Education 

 X           

FIT.Lack = Org / job / individual fit was not quite right 

      X      

FIT = Match key leaders with positional authority 

         X   

FLEX = Leadership needs to be flexible to the context and situation 

    X      X X 

Freedom = Freedom 

   X         

Fulfill = Personal fulfilment at home and at work 

   X         
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Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

GAP = Concern for the leadership development gap between large and small centres  

           X 

Goals = Goals 

   X        X 

GOVNC = Training on governance 

           X 

GROW = The opportunity to grow is always present / everyone can learn 

   X   X      

I.Train = Informal Training 

 X           

JvC = Job vs Career 

      X      

KNOW = Knowledge 

   X         

LEARN = Learning includes mistakes 

   X         

Local = Find a local person to develop 

         X   

Locus = Spend time working on what is within our locus of control 

          X  

LP = Leadership (DOING) 

X            

LRK = Leadership Knowledge (KNOWING) 

X            

LRQ = Leadership Quality (BEING) 
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Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

X            

LSN/FDB = Listen and provide feedback 

    X        

LT.benefit = Long term benefit of development 

        X    

MA$ = MA fund training / development with soft skills; MA does well teaching hard skills 

          X  

MA.intern = increase / expand the MA internship program 

          X  

MA.Sup = Support for CAOs from Municipal Affairs / Province 

        X X X  

MKT = Market the sector 

          X X 

MOXIE = Political moxie 

    X        

MTE = Get / find a mentor 

 X X X X X X    X X 

MTR = Mentor others 

 X   X   X X   X 

MTVN = Motivation 

   X         

NEED = What the sector needs 

  X          

NET = Networking / learn from external network 

  X X X X   X   X 
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Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

NETorgs = Importance of networking organizations in helping connect leaders to other 
leaders 

          X X 

Nothing = We are doing well / change nothing 

       X  X   

NotIMP = Development is not important 

        X    

ONEnet = One networking organization; multi-organization approach does not have same 
capacities as a single organization  

          X X 

Open = Remind those in the municipal sector to be open to those who do not have the 
municipal certifications 

           X 

ORGpol = Organizational politics 

        X    

OrgSup:Lack = Lack of organizational support from senior leaders and/or Council 

      X      

OUT = Increase staff focus on outcomes rather than process 

       X   X  

P.Fund = Public funding comes with more stringent rules than private funding 

           X 

P/P = Public versus private sectors are very different 

           X 

Patience:Lack = Lack of patience to grow / learn 

      X      

Policy = Have good, helpful policies in place 
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Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

        X X   

Poor Skills = Poor skills (eg. communication) 

      X      

POS = Posture (respect, humility, help, care) 

 X           

ProWith = promote from within the organization 

         X   

PT = Practical Training 

 X           

Recruit = Actively recruit for the sector 

          X  

REQ = Make professional development a requirement for all CAOs 

          X  

RIGHTppl = Having the right people 

         X   

RISK = Willingness for Councils to take calculated risks in this season of change 

          X  

S.Aware = Self-awareness and understanding training / development 

 X  X  X X    X  

S.Care = Self care 

   X         

S.Know = Self knowledge 

   X         

S.Plan = Succession planning 

    X   X X X X  
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Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

S/H = Develop both soft and hard skills 

          X  

S:ALL DEV = Support ideal future leadership practice: development of all staff 

    X        

S:SrLDR = Support ideal future leadership practice: senior leaders recognize and support 
emerging leaders 

    X        

S:TEAM = Support ideal future leadership practice: we are all a team 

    X        

Scrutiny = In public sector, you are watched from every angle 

           X 

SS.Innate = Soft skills are innate 

    X        

Str/Inf = An approach to development that is both structured and informal 

           X 

Support = Support emerging leaders to develop / improve themselves 

          X X 

System = Systems perspective; not only within the silos of an organization, but likewise with 
the municipalities within the sector as a whole 

          X  

T.OPP = Training opportunities close to home 

          X  

TEAM = Internal organizational team / willing to work / learn from each other 

  X X  X   X X   

TEAM.Lack = Lack of a large / diverse internal team to mentor / network 

      X      
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Code = Meaning 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 Q 4 Q 5 Q 6 Q 7 Q 8 Q 9 Q 10 Q 11 Q 12 

Time = Take time to go to training / courses 

       X     

Time.Lack = Not enough time for training / development 

        X    

Train = Take training / development in the municipal sector or another 

    X   X  X X X 

UF = Unknown Future 

  X          

V.Align = Values no longer align with Council direction 

        X    

Values = Values 

   X         

Vision = Vision: shared, owned, guides the work 

         X   

WT = Walk the talk, individually and organizationally 

  X     X    X 

X:DEV = Extra development beyond current role 

    X        

X:Train = Cross-train within the organization 

        X    

YLO = Youth Leadership Opportunities 

 X        X  X 
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