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1. What does it mean?
For government to authentically deliver meaningful public services of 
the future, it will need to embrace the inevitable relevance and 
importance of distributed teams. 

If government leaders truly value representation, resiliency, 
sustainability, work/life balance, hiring the best and brightest, economic 
empowerment, instilling exponential passion for mission-driven work 
and the many other possibilities for civic innovation, embracing the 
distributed mindset is the new requisite of how we will define the next 
phase of public service. As such, government can be physically 
distributed and decentralized, moving it closer to those who need its 
services.

The advantages of the distributed government model are many. Lower 
costs of government, better delivery of services, greater accountability 
and transparency, and better access of the public to their elected 
officials and federal services are all benefits this model offers.

The transition to distributed government requires careful planning and 
focus to align the strategic use of data and emerging technologies to 
mission outcomes. Governments are leveraging emerging technologies, 
like AI and advanced analytics, to reliably and accurately detect and 
predict shifts in risk, opportunity and outcomes. 

During the pandemic, most enterprises pivoted rapidly to remote 
working as a response to government-mandated lockdowns. In late 
2021, as businesses in many areas started to reopen, staff have been 
keen to continue working remotely. Based on research, there are 
consistent indicators that the majority of hybrid or remote knowledge 
workers say that their expectations for a remote flexible environment 
have increased. 

Why Is This Report Important? 
• Recent trends are transforming the nature of work, workforce, and workplace. 

This poses significant risks but also creates opportunities for government 
entities and organizations to reimagine their service delivery to citizens, 
service users, and employees. 

• As various levels of government prepare for the next normal in work, leaders 
continue to consider a number of pressing questions. What is their vision for 
the work, workforce, and workplace, and what is the role of government in 
this next normal?  How to leverage the best tools and technologies to drive 
collaboration and productivity regardless of location? What are the best 
practices on setting up the right infrastructure, framework, policies, 
regulations, and technology platforms?

• The adoption of hybrid workspaces across private industry and the non-profit 
sector will create new challenges for public sector authorities in terms of 
employee safety, health, and wellness regulation. The gradual emergence of 
‘right to unplug’ legislation in various jurisdictions is indicative of that trend. 
Factors associated with hybrid workspaces continue to be identified as areas 
for future research and sustainable public sector capacity building. 

1

What is Covered in this Executive Report?

This report includes the following: 

• What does “distributed government” mean?
• Service expectations
• Transparency and citizen expectations
• Policy framework
• Geographical implications
• Workforce issues

Sources: COVID-19, DIGITIZATION & HYBRID WORKSPACES: Implications and Opportunities for Public Sector Organizations; Mic

https://citizenfirst.ca/assets/uploads/research-repository/Hybrid-Covid-report-jroy-Dalhousie-final-Jan2022.pdf
https://www.mic.com/articles/27300/it-s-time-for-distributed-government


2. Service expectations
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In many ways, distributed government enhances its service 
delivery processes with the extensive use of modern technology.

Readily available digital information ensures easy access to 
governmental services for all citizens regardless of where they live, 
as long as they have access to the internet. 

This would allow citizens to access and share information 
conveniently with all levels of government including municipal, 
provincial, federal, or international entities.

Public authorities can likewise provide and request needed 
information from other governmental departments, businesses, or 
individuals with the ease of digital technology.

The ease of transferring data between departments facilitates the 
collaboration and cooperation of such agencies. This translates 
into a better experience for the citizens interacting with these 
various authorities and departments.

Consider the following service benefits of distributed government:

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/digital-public-services-how-to-achieve-fast-transformation-at-scale
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Figure-1-benefits-of-e-Government-2020-blue-colour-Lanvin-2010-E-Government_fig1_262906848
https://www.unisys.com/glossary/digital-government-services/


3. Transparency and citizen empowerment
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Implementing self-service and automated processes 

promotes the efficiency of verification processes and data 

collection. 

A distributed government results in more transparency and 

empowers citizens to hold government accountable. The 

resilience of service delivery is also increased by the ability to 

maintain operations regardless of whereabouts, especially if 

physical locations or regions have been compromised for a 

prolonged period of time.

The digital transformation of government also drives down 
administrative costs typically connected with staff processing 
untold amounts of paperwork, as well as printing 
documents. Leasing and maintenance of physical buildings 
become flexible expenses as agencies shift to partly or fully 
distributed.

There are also work/life balance considerations in this 
model: government employees spend less time commuting 
(reducing their carbon footprint) and invest more energy into 
their families and communities.

Consider the following service benefits of distributed government 
that is empowered by digitization:

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/digital-public-services-how-to-achieve-fast-transformation-at-scale
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Figure-1-benefits-of-e-Government-2020-blue-colour-Lanvin-2010-E-Government_fig1_262906848
https://www.unisys.com/glossary/digital-government-services/


4. Policy framework

Sources: OECD Multi-level Governance Studies, Making Decentralisation Work, Policy Options: The long road to a distributed federal public service

Governments can unlock policy advantages by embracing a 
distributed model. For instance, a better geographic 
distribution of federal workforce could improve resilience to 
economic shocks and reverse the economic declines taking 
place in rural areas.

Starting in the 1990s, various prime ministers argued that the 
over-concentration of public sector employment in places like 
Ottawa was a lost opportunity to support communities 
navigating the sunsetting of older industries. 

Against the backdrop of the mounting regionalism that was
prominent in the mid-1990s, the federal government oversaw 
the move of several federal offices to such economically 
vulnerable communities, namely in Quebec and Atlantic 
Canada.

Better distribution of the federal government’s workforce can 
also help promote Canadian unity and diversity, making the 
federal government less remote from the citizenry and more 
representative.

Distributed government reforms aim at re-organising 
various government administrative and executive 
processes, including human resources management, 
financial management, e-government, etc. 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/53013b71-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/53013b71-en
https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/august-2020/the-long-road-to-a-distributed-federal-public-service/


5. Geographical implications

Sources: OECD Multi-level Governance Studies, Making Decentralisation Work, Policy Options: The long road to a distributed federal public service

A distributed workforce could also result in better integration of 
policy functions in regional offices. There is a longstanding divide 
between regional offices, which tend to host more service delivery 
functions, and federal offices in the National Capital Region, which 
tend to host more policy functions.

Using a move to distributed government as an occasion to better 
address this gap has a great deal of potential to improve the 
effectiveness and responsiveness of government programs by 
better integrating these functions with one another. Others still will 
note that an over-concentration of public administration within one 
city-region can leave the federal government vulnerable to local 
emergencies. 

Having government functions more widely distributed across the 
country instead of concentrated in downtown Ottawa will help to 
limit the impact of such events on the business of governance. On 
the international stage, such a bold rethinking of public 
administration would help Canada to be seen as a leader and 
innovator in public administration among its peers in the digital 
nations.

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/53013b71-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/53013b71-en
https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/august-2020/the-long-road-to-a-distributed-federal-public-service/


6. Workforce issues

Sources: COVID-19, DIGITIZATION & HYBRID WORKSPACES: Implications and Opportunities for Public Sector Organizations; MetisStrategy

The essence of hybrid workforce goes beyond binary choices between working in a physical office or working remotely. Ideally, a hybrid model enables the 
seamless alignment of both in-person and virtual settings within innovative and flexible workspaces designed to strengthen both individual and collective 
performance capacities. In stark contrast to extending hierarchical control and surveillance from the office setting into the virtual realm, a hybrid model should 
seek to empower employees with the tools and freedom to devise their own working arrangements that better reflect their own personal attributes, talents, and 
circumstances Additionally, this model has its advantages in recruiting top tier talent by opening up government to those  outside of the capital. For government, 
while some negotiation is essential in balancing individualization with the collective aspects of any organization, a hybrid approach views negotiation as a natural 
and positive feature of a more agile and empowered workforce rather than an exceptional arrangement to be tolerated.

https://citizenfirst.ca/assets/uploads/research-repository/Hybrid-Covid-report-jroy-Dalhousie-final-Jan2022.pdf
https://www.metisstrategy.com/enabling-a-hybrid-workforce-for-the-long-term/
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Research Repository 
Access the Citizen First Research Repository.

Recent entries on the research repository: 

The Importance of User-Centered Design – Joint Councils’ Executive 
Report May 2022

This report includes the following: Importance of User-Centered Design in 
Government, Systematic User-Centered Design Process, How to Enable 
User-Centered Design Thinking, Strategic Enablers to Improve User-
Centered Design.

https://citizenfirst.ca/research-repository/
https://citizenfirst.ca/assets/uploads/research-repository/JC-Research-Report-The-Importance-of-User-Centered-Design-May-2022.pdf


Trends in the Daily Newsletter

We would love to hear from you!

Do you know someone who may be interested in 
the Joint Councils Executive Report? Please share 
a copy of this report. If you are not already a 
subscriber, you can now subscribe to receive the 
Executive Report by signing up. Send your 
questions to info@iccs-isac.org. 

Follow: 

?
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Today, public sector data is 
commonly spread across silos and 
trapped in legacy systems – a 
problem many private sector 
organizations also face. 
Governments need to capitalize on 
data that is increasingly distributed, 
without centralizing all of that data. 
Modern edge-to-cloud platforms can 
enable any organization to shift from 
simply capturing data to quickly 
extracting value from it, better 
serving customers or citizens in the 
process. The capability to derive 
value from data can and should lie 
with data generators themselves. 

The public sector is essentially a 
service industry, and as such it 
faces the challenges that face all 
service industries. This is to 
achieve similar increases in 
productivity and improvements 
in quality that global 
manufacturing has managed to 
deliver. You can automate a car 
assembly plant but you cannot 
automate a hospital. But the 
combination of big data and 
artificial intelligence should 
enable all service industries, 
including healthcare, to deliver 
better outcomes. We just have to 
learn how to do so.

A comprehensive government led 
system of online services developed 
before the war is now providing 
Ukrainians a lifeline in times of crisis. 
The service, known locally as Diia
(meaning “Action” in English), is fully 
automated. The platform was 
launched in 2020 to enable 
Ukrainian citizens to use digital 
documents in their smartphones and 
access more than 80 governmental 
services. It was also developed to 
enable the Government to reach its 
citizens in the most remote areas of 
the country, and those with 
disabilities, helping to ensure that no 
one is left behind. 

https://citizenfirst.ca/subscribe
mailto:info@iccs-isac.org
https://www.linkedin.com/company/citizenf1rst/
https://twitter.com/citizenf1rst
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/05/the-public-sector-must-accelerate-digital-transformation-or-risk-losing-sovereignty-and-trust/
https://www.globalgovernmentforum.com/future-proof-what-public-servants-need-to-know-now-about-the-world-of-2050/
https://www.undp.org/blog/digital-lifeline-ukrainians-move

