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development and evolution and program imple-
mentation (Cochrane, Blidook, and Dyck 2017, 
548; Savoie 2015, 44–9). In this sense – clearly 
the one prime ministers have long understood as 
the proper role for their ministers – the person 
appointed is neither an operational manager nor 
the main expert in department policy.

The minister instead functions as a “gifted 
generalist.” He/she is the political leader who 
charts departmental direction in keeping with the 
strategic direction of the government overall and 
acts as a liaison between the bureaucracy and the 
political centre, but doesn’t perform the hands-on 
tasks that move the department in that direction 
(see figure 4.1). As professor of public affairs E.S. 
Savas once remarked, the word government “is 
from the Greek word, which means ‘to steer.’ The 
job of government is to steer, not to row the boat. 
Delivering services is rowing and government is 
not very good at rowing.”

WHAT DOES A DEPUTY 
MINISTER DO?

As is true of any complex organization, every 
department needs senior officials to conduct its 
operational, managerial, and policy analysis tasks. 
Senior management meets these needs, and the 
most important senior manager is the department 
deputy minister. Whereas the minister is the polit-
ical head of the department, the deputy minister is 
its administrative head and chief manager, respon-
sible to the minister and prime minister for

• administration of policies and programs;
• development and assessment of policy 

initiatives;
• liaison and communication; and
• attention to routine departmental 

needs for financial, personnel, and legal 
administration.

Figure 4.1 The prime minister and the bureaucratic 
hierarchy
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