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Public Digital is a digital 

transformation consultancy.



Our mission is to bring some of 

the world’s biggest institutions 

into the internet era, and 

improve millions of people’s 

lives. 



We created the UK’s 

Government Digital 

Service

… and helped set up the 
US Digital Service

Thank you letter from 

President Obama, USA.



We work globally, supporting digital 

service teams from California to 

Madagascar to New South Wales. 

We work across the US, Canada, and 

Latin America at federal level and with 

state and city governments.

We set up the Canadian Digital Service 

in 2017 and continue to provide 

strategic advice. 

We supported Ontario and Nova Scotia 

in hiring their first CDOs and 

establishing Digital Service teams

We reviewed British Columbia’s IM/IT 

operating model.

We have conducted major tech 

programme reviews in justice and 

natural resources 



What is digital



Blockchain

Robotic Process Automation 

Artificial intelligence

Cloud computing
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Blockchain

Robotic Process Automation 

Artificial intelligence

Cloud computing



What is digital:

“Applying the culture, processes, business 

models & technologies of the internet era to 

respond to people’s raised expectations.”



What does that mean for leaders? 



Principles for leading in a digital age

1. Define outcomes, not solutions 

2. Start with needs

3. Build teams you trust and trust them

4. Start small, test early, learn fast

5. Work in the open





“Create a scalable, accessible, stable website 

that is easy to update in a fast changing public 

health crisis. And do it in four days.” 

The CA.gov Alpha team 



https://github.com/cagov/covid19/wiki/Crisis-standard











“Create a scalable, accessible, stable website 

that is easy to update in a fast changing public 

health crisis. And do it in four days.” 

The CA.gov Alpha team 



http://drive.google.com/file/d/1iHM3tewd36Tz_LTSBMW0fN0b_CEczglz/view


Principles for leading in a digital age

1. Define outcomes, not solutions 

2. Start with needs

3. Build teams you trust and trust them

4. Start small, test early, learn fast

5. Work in the open



This way of working is not a panacea.

It’s an additional leadership ‘muscle’, best suited for 

responding to conditions of uncertainty. This is pretty much 

anything conceived of as a ‘transformation’, or involving 

actual people.

Most govt programmes tools are designed for Controlled 

Environments (PRINCE2 et al). The mistake is using them 

in environments that are not controlled, and never can be.



Apply with pragmatism

Business case 

fundamentalism
Agile dogma



Principles for leading in a digital age

1. Define outcomes, not solutions 

2. Start with needs

3. Build teams you trust and trust them

4. Start small, test early, learn fast

5. Work in the open



“This all sounds fine in theory. 

But it doesn’t fit with the reality 

I have to lead in.”



A few ‘yeah buts…’

“Ministers demand X delivered by Y, regardless of Z”

“The financial approvals process doesn’t allow this”

“The hunger for certainty is insatiable”

“We don’t have the capability to work this way”

“Not everyone can use the internet” 





What does this mean for you?

3 calls to action 



Be digitally curious 



“We have to value ‘digital’ as an increasingly 

core competency of all leaders, more than 

differing responsibility to those with titles 

that sounds ‘techy’ alone”

Digital strategy leader in Canada 



I don’t really get technology

Vs

I don’t really get money



Ask who is 

working on the 

design and 

development of 

your services



“Make the really tough HR decisions”

Digital strategy leader in Canada 



New, internet 

era skills

Responsive 

and user 

focussed

Multidisciplinary / 

cross silo



Go to the gemba



Ask to be shown the thing. Not 

wireframes, demos, pictures on a 

slide. 

The actual service people will use.

Encourage colleagues to do the same.



Introduction



“Could you 

show us how 

you open your 

medicine, 

please?”



“See? Easy.”
Image: IDEO



Lead by example.

Talk to product teams.

See what they are working on.

Don’t wait 2 years + to see value 

delivered.

Push for user research in your delivery 

teams, and participate yourselves. 
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We coach leaders

We run courses for boards

We review major projects

We deliver digital strategies 

We set up transformative digital teams

We are expert in global best practices 

Email emma@public.digital

Website https://public.digital/

Twitter @publicdigitalHQ

https://public.digital/

