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Executive Summary 
Strong municipalities depend on strong governance. Central to that success is a professional, 
respectful, and productive relationship between elected officials and municipal administration. 

Matthewson & Co. conducted a survey of municipal administrators across Alberta, Saskatchewan, 
and Manitoba to better understand workplace conditions, governance climate, administrator 
safety, and council-administration relationships. A total of 147 municipal administrators and senior 
municipal professionals participated. Respondents represented a broad range of experience levels 
and municipalities, primarily serving rural and small urban communities.  

The findings reveal many positive and productive council-administration relationships across the 
sector. Administrators frequently reported supportive councils, professional respect, and 
opportunities for professional growth. At the same time, the data identifies significant challenges 
related to governance boundaries, workplace conduct, accountability, reporting mechanisms, and 
administrator retention. 

While these findings do not suggest that negative experiences are universal, they indicate that a 
meaningful number of municipal administrators have experienced workplace conditions that would 
warrant attention from municipal leaders, associations, and provincial stakeholders. The study 
highlights the need for stronger governance education, clearer accountability frameworks, and 
improved support mechanisms to ensure healthy and sustainable municipal workplaces. 

 

Purpose of the Study 
Matthewson & Co. designed this survey to understand the full range of workplace experiences of 
municipal administrators across three provinces. 

The goal was to identify patterns, risks, and strengths within administrator-council relations to 
support evidence-based improvements in governance, workplace safety, and professional 
standards. 

The intent of this study is not to evaluate individual councils or municipalities. Rather, it seeks to 
identify sector-wide trends that may help strengthen local government, improve workplace 
environments, and support effective municipal governance. 

 

Anonymity and Data Protection 
Respondent confidentiality was a foundational principle of this study. 

All responses were anonymous. Individual responses were combined, aggregated, and analyzed 
collectively. No identifying information was reported, and no municipality, council, or respondent is 
identified in this report. Findings are presented only in summarized form to protect participant 
privacy and encourage candid participation. 
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Why the Survey Included Questions About Negative Experiences 
The survey was designed to measure workplace conditions, not to assume wrongdoing. 

To understand organizational climate and governance effectiveness, it is necessary to examine both 
positive and challenging experiences. Questions regarding harassment, intimidation, interference, 
bullying, retaliation, and safety do not presume such behaviours exist. Rather, they measure 
whether they occur, how frequently they occur, and in what forms. 

This approach aligns with standard methodologies used in: 

• Occupational health and safety assessments 
• Psychological safety surveys 
• Workplace climate audits 
• Human resource risk assessments 
• Governance and oversight reviews 

Balanced response options were used throughout the survey to support neutrality and objective 
measurement. 

 

Methodology 

Study Design 
Matthewson & Co. conducted a cross-sectional survey of municipal administrators and senior 
administrative professionals across Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. The survey examined 
governance practices, workplace climate, professional respect, administrator safety, oversight 
mechanisms, and retention concerns.  

 

Participants 
A total of 147 municipal professionals completed the survey. Respondents included Chief 
Administrative Officers, Administrators, Assistant and Deputy Administrators, Clerks, and other 
senior municipal staff.  

Respondents represented: 

• Saskatchewan: 78.9% 
• Manitoba: 11.6% 
• Alberta: 9.5% 

Experience levels were substantial: 

• 21% had 1–5 years of experience 
• 19% had 6–10 years 
• 45% had 11–20 years 
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• 15% had more than 20 years of experience  

Most respondents worked in smaller municipalities: 

• 67% served municipalities under 1,000 population 
• 31% served municipalities between 1,000 and 5,000 population 

 

Survey Structure 
The survey included both quantitative and qualitative questions. 

Quantitative questions measured governance effectiveness, workplace experiences, reporting 
mechanisms, professional development, and council-administration relations. 

Open-ended responses allowed participants to describe experiences, provide context, identify 
challenges, and suggest improvements.  

 

Sampling 
Participation was voluntary and respondents self-selected to complete the survey. 

As a result, the findings should be interpreted as representative of the experiences of participating 
administrators and municipal professionals rather than a statistically representative sample of all 
municipalities or administrators in Western Canada. The purpose of the study was to identify 
trends, patterns, and recurring themes rather than establish province-wide prevalence rates.  

 

Data Analysis 
Quantitative responses were analyzed using descriptive statistical methods, including frequencies 
and percentages. 

Qualitative comments were reviewed using thematic analysis to identify recurring concerns, 
positive practices, risks, and recommendations. Themes were developed based on repeated 
patterns observed across multiple responses rather than isolated incidents.  

 

Limitations 
As with any voluntary survey, the findings reflect participant perceptions and experiences. 
Individuals with particularly positive or negative experiences may have been more likely to 
participate. 

The findings identify important trends and patterns but should not be interpreted as applying to 
every municipality, council, or administrator. 
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About the Respondents 
The respondent group was heavily comprised of senior municipal leaders. 

• 77% identified as CAOs or Administrators. 
• Approximately 60% had more than 10 years of experience in municipal administration. 
• Nearly two-thirds worked in municipalities with populations under 1,000.  

These demographics provide important context, reflecting the experiences of professionals who 
operate at the centre of municipal governance and administration. 

 

Key Findings 

1. Governance Practices are Often Inconsistent 
Only 25% of respondents reported that Council always follows established policies and 
procedures. Nearly 64% indicated that policies are followed only sometimes, while others reported 
situations where policies were ignored, selectively applied, or bypassed altogether.  

Open-ended comments frequently referenced: 

• Informal decision-making 
• Inconsistent policy application 
• Governance outside formal meetings 
• Difficulty maintaining procedural consistency 
• Selective adherence to legislation and policy requirements 

 

2. Governance Boundary Issues Remain Common 
The most frequently identified governance challenge involved council interference in administrative 
or operational functions. 

Respondents reported: 

• Micromanagement 
• Direction to staff by individual councillors 
• Interference in operational decisions 
• Involvement in hiring and personnel matters 
• Circumvention of established administrative channels  

Many administrators identified governance boundary confusion as one of the most significant 
challenges affecting municipal effectiveness. 
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3. Disrespect and Unprofessional Behaviour Are Significant Concerns 
A majority of respondents reported experiencing some form of disrespectful or unprofessional 
conduct from council members. 

• 77% experienced such behaviour at least once. 
• 23% reported never experiencing it.  

Participants described experiences including: 

• Public criticism 
• Personal attacks 
• Dismissive treatment 
• Derogatory comments 
• Public embarrassment 
• Hostile interactions during meetings 

 

4. Verbal Aggression and Intimidation Occur Regularly 
More than half of respondents reported experiencing verbal aggression, intimidation, or raised 
voices from council members. 

• 53% experienced these behaviours at least once. 
• 13.6% reported frequent or very frequent occurrences.  

Examples described by respondents included: 

• Yelling during meetings 
• Aggressive questioning 
• Public confrontation 
• Intimidation tactics 
• Threatening behaviour 

 

5. Reports of Bullying Are Widespread 
Numerous administrators described experiences consistent with workplace bullying. 

Common examples included: 

• Repeated intimidation 
• Exclusion from discussions 
• Gaslighting 
• Threats regarding employment 
• Excessive monitoring 
• Undermining professional authority 
• Persistent criticism and harassment  
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Several respondents reported leaving previous positions due to bullying or toxic governance 
environments. 

 

6. Retaliation for Professional Advice Remains a Concern 
Municipal administrators have a statutory responsibility to provide professional advice and ensure 
legislative compliance. 

Many respondents reported negative responses when offering advice that conflicted with council 
preferences, including: 

• Threats of termination 
• Denial of professional development opportunities 
• Public criticism 
• Exclusion from discussions 
• Damage to professional reputation 
• Forced resignations or dismissals  

A recurring theme was that administrators often experienced conflict when attempting to uphold 
legislative requirements. 

 

7. Workplace Safety Concerns Cannot Be Overlooked 
Physical and Personal Safety 

Twenty-six percent of respondents indicated they had felt unsafe or at risk because of council 
behaviour.  

Comments described situations involving: 

• Aggressive confrontations 
• Blocking office exits 
• Being cornered in offices 
• Sexual harassment 
• Fear of being alone with specific individuals  

Psychological Safety 

More common than physical safety concerns were reports of psychological stress. 

Respondents described: 

• Chronic anxiety 
• Burnout 
• Persistent stress 
• Fear of job loss 
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• Dread associated with council meetings 
• Negative impacts on family life and wellbeing 

 

8. Administrator Retention Is Being Affected 
One of the most significant findings concerns workforce sustainability. 

Twenty-four percent of respondents reported that they are currently considering leaving their 
position because of council behaviour.  

Given ongoing recruitment challenges across the municipal sector, this finding raises concerns 
regarding long-term administrator retention and capacity. 

 

9. Confidence in Reporting Mechanisms Is Low 

Many respondents expressed limited confidence in existing mechanisms for reporting misconduct. 

Among those who did not report concerns: 

• 47% did not believe anything would change. 
• 42% believed council controlled the process. 
• 36% feared retaliation. 
• 36% lacked confidence in oversight bodies. 
• 25% reported no safe reporting mechanism.  

When asked whether an independent and effective reporting mechanism exists: 

• 20% said yes. 
• 50% said no. 
• 30% were unsure.  

These findings suggest a significant governance accountability gap. 
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Positive Findings 
The survey also identified substantial strengths across the municipal sector. 

Respect for Administrative Expertise 

• 74% reported that council acknowledges administrative expertise. 

Support for Professional Development 

• 90% reported support for training, education, and professional development.  

Healthy Governance Relationships 

Many respondents described current councils as: 

• Collaborative 
• Respectful 
• Supportive 
• Professional 
• Focused on community outcomes 

A recurring theme was that positive governance environments produce stronger municipalities, 
improved staff retention, and more effective decision-making. 
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Emerging Themes 
Across hundreds of written comments, several themes appeared consistently. 

 

Theme 1: Mandatory Council Education 
The most frequently recommended improvement was mandatory training for elected officials. 

Respondents called for training in: 

• Governance 
• Legislative responsibilities 
• Council-administration roles 
• Workplace respect 
• Ethical leadership 
• Code of conduct requirements 

 

Theme 2: Role Clarity and Governance Boundaries 
Respondents consistently identified the need for a stronger understanding of: 

• Council's governance role 
• Administration's operational role 
• Appropriate communication channels 
• Decision-making processes 
• Staff management responsibilities 

 

Theme 3: Independent Oversight and Reporting 
Administrators repeatedly called for: 

• Independent complaint processes 
• External investigations 
• Neutral mediation services 
• Third-party review mechanisms 
• Stronger provincial oversight options 

 

Theme 4: Meaningful Accountability 
A common concern was that misconduct frequently lacks meaningful consequences. 

Many respondents questioned whether current code of conduct processes and governance 
frameworks sufficiently protect administrators or hold elected officials accountable for 
inappropriate behaviour. 
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Recommendations 
Based on survey findings, Matthewson & Co. recommends consideration of the following actions. 

 

Recommendation 1: Strengthen Governance Education 
Implement mandatory governance, ethics, respectful workplace, and legislative training for all 
elected officials following election and throughout their term. 

 

Recommendation 2: Establish Independent Reporting Pathways 
Develop confidential and independent mechanisms through which administrators can report 
harassment, misconduct, retaliation, or governance concerns. 

 

Recommendation 3: Improve Accountability Frameworks 
Review provincial legislation, codes of conduct, and enforcement mechanisms to ensure 
meaningful consequences exist for serious or repeated misconduct. 

 

Recommendation 4: Reinforce Governance Boundaries 
Support ongoing education and resources that clarify the distinction between governance and 
administration. 

 

Recommendation 5: Address Workforce Sustainability 
Recognize administrator safety, workplace conditions, and governance culture as important factors 
influencing recruitment, retention, and succession planning. 
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Conclusion 
The findings of this study demonstrate that many municipalities benefit from strong, respectful, and 
effective Council-Administration relationships. At the same time, the survey identifies meaningful 
concerns regarding governance boundaries, workplace conduct, accountability, reporting 
mechanisms, and administrator safety.  

The evidence suggests that strengthening governance education, improving independent supports, 
clarifying accountability mechanisms, and reinforcing professional standards would benefit 
administrators, councils, and the communities they serve.  

Ultimately, this study is not about assigning blame. It is about understanding the realities 
experienced by municipal administrators and using that information to support healthier 
governance relationships, safer workplaces, stronger institutions, and more sustainable municipal 
government across the sector. 

 

Note: All findings presented in this report are aggregated and anonymized. No municipality, 
respondent, council member, or organization can be identified from the survey data. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A: Municipal Administrators Study-Workplace Conditions, 
Governance Climate, and Administrator Safety Survey 

 

Section 1 - Framing Anonymity and Bias Proofing 

A. Purpose Statement  
Matthewson & Co. designed this survey to understand the full range of workplace experiences of 
municipal administrators across three provinces. The goal is to identify patterns, risks, and 
strengths within administrator-council relations to support evidence-based improvements in 
governance, workplace safety, and professional standards.  
 
B. Anonymity and Data Protection Statement 
Your responses are anonymous.  All responses are combined, mixed, and reported only as 
aggregated data. No municipality will be singled out.  
 
C. Why the Survey Includes Questions About Negative Experiences 
The survey measures conditions, not opinions. To understand workplace climate, it is necessary to 
ask about both positive and challenging experiences. Questions about harassment, interference, or 
unsafe conditions do not assume these issues exist; they measure whether they occur, how often, 
and in what forms. This approach aligns with standard practices used in:  

• Occupational health and safety assessments 
• Psychological safety surveys 
• HR workplace climate audits 
• Governance and oversight reviews 
• Balanced response options ensure neutrality.   

 
D. How we Plan to Use This Data 
Matthewson & Co. plans to use this data to:  

• Identify sector-wide trends in administrator safety, governance climate, and workplace 
conditions 

• Quantify the frequency and types of challenges faced by administrators 
• Document the presence or absence of safe reporting mechanisms 
• Provide evidence-based recommendations for improving governance practices, oversight 

structures, and administrator protection. 
• Support discussions with provincial associations, ministries, and professional bodies about 

systemic risks and needed reforms 
• Produce a public or semi-public report that presents only aggregated findings to make sure 

no respondent or municipality can be identified.  
• Strengthen advocacy efforts for safer, more professional, and more sustainable municipal 

workplaces. 
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This data will not be used to evaluate individual councils, identify specific municipalities, or 
attribute any response to any person.  

 

Section 2 - Survey Questions 

A. Role and Context 

1) What province do you work in?  
( ) Alberta 
( ) Saskatchewan 
( ) Manitoba 
( ) Prefer not to say 
 

2) What is your current role?  
( ) CAO 
( ) Assistant/Deputy Administrator 
( ) Municipal Clerk 
( ) Other - Write In: _________________________________________________ 
 

3) How long have you worked in municipal administration?  
( ) Under 1 year 
( ) 1-5 years 
( ) 6-10 years 
( ) 11-20 years 
( ) 20+ years 
 

4) Population size of your municipality 
( ) Under 1000 
( ) 1000-5000 
( ) Other - Write In: _________________________________________________ 
 

B. Governance Climate and Professional Boundaries 

5) Council provides clear, consistent direction to the administrator in accordance with the 
legislation.  

0 ________________________[__]_____________________________ 20 
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6) Council respects the administrative/operational boundary. That means they do not hire or 
fire, do not direct staff, and respect the administrator's roles and responsibilities.  

0 ________________________[__]_____________________________ 20 

 

7) Council has and follows established policy and procedure. 
[ ] Always 
[ ] Sometimes 
[ ] Never 
[ ] You may elaborate in this box: _________________________________________________ 
 

8) When was the last time Council updated policy or operational policy and procedure?  

_________________________________________________ 

 

C. Workplace Conduct and Psychological Safety  

9) Have you personally experienced disrespectful or unprofessional behavior from council 
members? 
( ) Never 
( ) Once 
( ) Occasionally 
( ) Frequently 
( ) Very frequently 
 

10) Have you experienced verbal aggression, intimidation or raised voices from Council 
members?  
( ) Never 
( ) Once 
( ) Occasionally 
( ) Frequently 
( ) Very Frequently 
 

11) Have you experienced personal attacks, insults, or derogatory comments? If so, please 
describe.  

 

12) Have you experienced behaviour you would classify as bullying? If so, please describe.  
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13) Have you experienced retaliation or threats, (direct or indirect) for providing professional 
advice? If so, please describe. 

 

14) Have you ever felt unsafe or at risk due to Council behaviour? 
[ ] Yes 
[ ] No 
[ ] If so, please describe: _________________________________________________ 
 

D. Impact on Work and Well-Being 

15) Council behaviour negatively affects my ability to perform my job 

0 ________________________[__]_____________________________ 20 

 

16) Council behaviour has negatively affected my mental or physical health.  

0 ________________________[__]_____________________________ 20 

 

17) I am considering leaving my position due to Council behaviour.  
( ) Yes 
( ) No 
( ) Prefer not to say 
 

E. Reporting and Support Systems 

18) If you experienced harassment or boundary violations, did you report it?  
( ) Yes 
( ) No 
( ) Not applicable 
 

19) If you did not report it, why? (Select all that apply) 
[ ] No safe reporting mechanism 
[ ] Fear of retaliation 
[ ] Council controls the process 
[ ] Lack of confidence in oversight bodies 
[ ] Did not believe anything would change 
[ ] Other - Write In: _________________________________________________ 
 

20) Is there an independent, safe, and effective mechanism for administrators to report 
misconduct by the Council?  
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( ) Yes 
( ) No 
( ) I don't know 
 

F. Strengths and Positive Conditions 

21) Council acknowledges administrative expertise.  
( ) Yes 
( ) No 
 

22) Council supports professional development and training.  
( ) Yes 
( ) No 
 

G. Open-Ended Questions 

23) What behaviours or patterns create the greatest challenges in your role? 

 

24) What supports or changes would most improve administrator safety and governance 
quality?  

 

25) Is there anything else you would like to share? 

Thank you! 
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