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TABLE 5.2

Private sector/public sector differences

PRIVATE SECTOR PUBLIC SECTOR

Purpose Provision of private goods and services 
through commercial activity

Provision of public services

Goals Simple, economic Complex, economic, social, 
political

Service recipients Customers, clients Citizens

Criteria of success Profitability Effective implementation of 
services

Evaluation of success Financial, objective Political, subjective

Accountable to Owners/shareholders Elected leaders/citizens

Operational 
environment

Marketplace, business realm, private Government, political realm, public

Focus of management One-dimensional Multidimensional

Skills of management Business oriented Program and policy oriented

care and educational policy, and the potential for 
two-tiered systems in which those who could afford 
it would be entitled to purchase arguably superior 
forms of services. The vehemence of the debate 
reveals the degree to which most Canadians hold 
these policy fields to be essential public services 
divorced from the commercial realm.

PRIVACY VERSUS 

ACCOUNTABILITY

Within the private sector, and without any legal 
requirement for openness or public disclosure of 
decision making, managers operate in a largely 
confidential environment. Their workplaces are 
private property, and they usually insist on their 
right to conduct management functions behind 
closed doors.

Contrast this with the public sector, where 
management is accountable to senior departmental 
officials, who are accountable to elected ministers, 

a cabinet, and the prime minister or premier, in 
turn accountable to a parliament or legislature, 
which is ultimately accountable to the public. This 
system of public service, founded on public policies 
and funded by public monies, naturally engages 
public interest. And as public sector management 
is the outgrowth of public policies developed by 
an elected government and enshrined in law, it 
is administratively and legally obligated to be 
open. The accountability relationships extend to 
central agencies and the auditor general in rela-
tion to financial management; to the Public Service 
Commission of Canada, the Public Sector Labour 
Relations and Employment Board (PSLREB), the 
Office of the Commissioner of Official Languages, 
and the Canadian Human Rights Commission 
with respect to personnel policy; and the Canadian 
courts in regard to all matters of administrative law.

Furthermore, government decision making 
carried out in the public interest is subject to 




