
 

 

Communications Challenges:  The Big Three 
 
  
“Consistency isn’t always a virtue.” 
 
That thought kept coming back as I reflected on 
recent discussions with federal Communications 
leaders about challenges in their workplace. 
   
I have conducted these interviews every year 
reaching back to my time at TBS at the end of the 
last decade.  It started as an extension of my role as 
ADM champion of the Communications Community, 
then as a senior faculty member at the Canada 
School of Public Service reworking their 
communications courses, and continues today as I 
work with Dale Harley at Harley House Consultants. 
 
I guess the good news is that identification of the 
same problems over time indicates that there is 
validity to the informal “data” being collected. 
  
The bad news is that the federal government 
Communications community seems incapable of 
overcoming those ongoing challenges and wrestling 
them to the ground. 
 
So what do Comms leaders say needs to be fixed? 
 
Some people enunciate the challenges a little 
differently than others, and there are some outliers, 
but in a nutshell the areas most in need of 
improvement continue to be: 
 
Adding Strategic Value 
In 2010, heads of Comms said they wanted to be 
better at giving leading-edge strategic 
communications advice to clients and Ministers’ 
Offices. 
  

 
Six years down the road, you are indicating that 
performance against that objective might have 
actually gotten worse. 
   
Repeated laments from the community include: staff 
who don’t have a broad strategic perspective, 
focusing on only one specialty such as web posting 
or editing; lack of business knowledge and 
integration into the business operations of client 
groups; and the never-ending stream of emergency 
or urgent requests that take precedence over long-
term planning. 
 
Add to this DRAP spending cuts and years working 
with a government that told you what to do rather 
than asking for advice and ideas, and the challenge 
certainly did not get any easier. 
 

 
 
Leadership in digital and social media 
Well back into the last decade, heads of Comms 
knew they were not leading the way with new 
technologies.  With old fashioned approvals 
processes, no money, and a highly controlled 
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relationship with media and the public, it just wasn’t 
going to happen. 
   
To be honest, few government departments expect 
to be as quick and innovative as private sector 
operations. But there is universal agreement that we 
can be more nimble, strategic and goal-oriented in 
how we use social and digital media.  The problem is 
there are only isolated examples of that actually 
happening. 
 
Staff development, motivation and retention 
You identify staff performance issues in the federal 
government Communications community as a 
nagging concern.   
 
That doesn’t mean you don’t appreciate your people 
or have many great employees – you do – but some 
ongoing staff-related realities continue to impede 
your pursuit of excellence.   
 
While these problems are challenges in their own 
right, they also hamper progress with other important 
service issues.   
 
Relatively quick staff “churn” is a well-documented 
reality.  The lack of an analytic approach to 
communications services on the part of some staff 
and reduced morale and motivation stemming from 
cuts and increased workload were two other issues 
you have repeatedly mentioned. 
  
Tackling the Problems 
So what’s the solution? 
 
The glib response is that if there were an easy 
answer, these problems would have been solved 
long ago.  Funding constraints and the inherent 
cumbersome nature of government decision making 
are not going to go away. 
 
But real progress is possible and is indeed 
happening.  
 
 

 
Individual branches are building better relationships 
with their senior clients, and collective thinking is 
taking place through the revue of the role of the 
Communications Community Office.  The Privy 
Council Office continues to show leadership and 
promote innovation and change. 
 
We at Harley House have our own ideas on how to 
create progress, and we engage with the 
community on these challenges through our 
training, review and analysis services. 
 
Stay tuned for more specific ideas in each of these 
problem areas for communications branches in 
upcoming editions of “Communications Issues”. 
 
Let’s keep the dialogue going.  Collective effort can 
lead to a stronger contribution by communicators 
across government. 
 
 
Phil Hurcomb 
Senior Associate 
Harley House Consultants 
 
     
 
 
For more information about Harley House 
Consultants, 
 

 Go to www.harleyhouse.com  
 Contact Dale Harley at 

dale@harleyhouse.com 
or 613-882-5684. 

 Contact Phil Hurcomb at 
phil@harleyhouse.com   
or 613-983-4376  
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