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CAO PRO TIPS:  INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD 
This collection of CAO Pro Tips has been drawn from throughout the “Charting Your Course:  A 
Leadership Toolkit for Municipal CAOs” to provide quick, practical insights in one convenient 
reference. These tips are grounded in the lived experience of municipal administrators and 
reflect the lessons, strategies, and reflections of seasoned professionals across the country. 

Whether you’re stepping into the CAO role for the first time, navigating the complexities of a 
new community, or looking to strengthen your leadership in a familiar setting, these bite-sized 
pieces of advice are here to support you. Use them as a source of inspiration, a guide for 
decision-making, or a reminder that you’re not alone in the challenges and opportunities that 
come with leading at the top. 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Normalize the Pressure 

The stress that comes with this role isn’t a personal failing—it’s a leadership reality. Normalize 
conversations about mental health with your team and peers. Creating space to talk about it 
openly not only protects your wellbeing—it models the kind of culture your organization 
needs. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: You Can’t Pour from an Empty Cup 

Your ability to lead others begins with how you care for yourself. Prioritizing your wellbeing 
isn’t a sign of weakness—it’s a leadership imperative. Make time for rest, reflection, and 
renewal. A well-rested, grounded CAO is more effective, more strategic, and better equipped 
to manage pressure with confidence. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: It’s Fulfilling—but Bring Snacks and a Stress Plan 

Being a CAO is deeply meaningful work—but it can also be isolating and politically intense. 
Some days, you’ll feel energized by your impact; other days, you’ll just need granola bars and 
a support network. Pack both. Resilience isn’t just a mindset—it’s a leadership practice. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Remember, the most successful CAOs master political dynamics without 
being consumed by them. 

CAO PRO TIPS:  INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD



 

CAO Pro Tip: Teach the Difference Early 

Use Council orientation and strategic planning sessions to reinforce the distinction between 
governance and management. Provide examples of where the line can blur and how you can 
work together effectively within your respective roles. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Lead Beyond Municipal Boundaries 

Great CAOs don’t just manage their municipality — they shape their region. Collaboration is a 
leadership skill.  When you build trust with external partners and other governments, your 
municipality gains influence, access, and the ability to shape its future more effectively. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Know Your People, Not Just Their Roles 

Consider using personality or workstyle assessments (like DISC, Insights Discovery, or Myers-
Briggs) to better understand how your team members communicate, make decisions, and 
respond to pressure. These tools can provide valuable insight into what motivates individuals 
and how to build more effective working relationships. When used well, they can help you 
“speak their language” and lead more authentically—especially when stepping into an 
unfamiliar organization. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Invest Early in People Management Training 

Managing people—up, down, and across—is one of the most complex and impactful parts of 
being a CAO. Yet many new CAOs enter the role without formal leadership training. One of 
the smartest investments you can make early in your tenure is seeking out professional 
development on performance management, conflict resolution, coaching techniques, and 
organizational culture. Strong people leadership builds trust, reduces risk, and strengthens 
your credibility across the organization. You don’t need to know all the answers—but you do 
need to lead with clarity, empathy, and accountability. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Inclusion is not a one-off initiative, it’s a core leadership value that 
should shape your governance, operations, and relationships every day. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  You Are Not Expected to Know Everything—You Are Expected to 
Lead. 

New CAOs often feel pressure to know every detail and solve every problem themselves. But 
the reality is—you lead a team of professionals with the expertise to address complex issues 
collectively. Your strength lies in asking the right questions, listening deeply, and making 
informed decisions based on input from your staff. Trying to do it all not only leads to burnout 
but also undermines the talents of your team and limits organizational capacity.  Trust in your 
people—and lead with confidence, not perfection. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Be Cautious with Informal Requests 

When a Council member makes a request outside formal channels, pause and assess. Informal 
direction can quickly drift into a governance grey zone. Politely redirect to formal processes or 
bring the issue back to the full Council. Protecting process protects you—and the 
organization. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Lead with Strategic Focus and Professional Judgment 

As CAO, exercising political acumen means knowing when to provide strong guidance and 
when to step back to allow the governance process to unfold. Not every issue requires direct 
intervention. Focus your efforts on matters that impact strategic priorities, municipal 
operations, or organizational well-being. Applying your influence with discretion fosters 
Council trust, maintains respectful dynamics, and reinforces your role as a steady, professional 
advisor. Thoughtful timing and diplomacy are key to long-term leadership success. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Integrity Over Approval 

Your job is to speak the truth—even when it’s not popular. Long-term trust is built on 
consistency, not agreement. Ground your recommendations in facts, values, and the public 
good. Popularity fades—integrity lasts. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: You’re Always On 

Even in relaxed settings, your words, tone, and behaviour carry weight. Whether you’re at a 
reception or riding the elevator, professionalism builds credibility—and protects you. The best 
CAOs are authentic, approachable, and trusted—and they never forget that trust is fragile. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  You’re Not Alone—Every Challenge is an Opportunity 

Some days as a CAO will be tough - decisions will be scrutinized, challenges will arise, and the 
weight of leadership may feel overwhelming. But you are not alone. Every CAO faces difficult 
moments, and every challenge is an opportunity to grow, lead, and make a difference. 

Lean on your network.  CAMA’s Masterminds Forum offers a confidential space for CAOs to 
share challenges, gain insight from peers, and receive real-time advice from those who 
understand the pressures of the job.  Whether it’s navigating a complex political issue, 
managing a crisis or seeking validation for your next steps, this peer-based support system 
can be invaluable.   

And if you’re facing an urgent issue outside the timing of the Masterminds sessions, don’t 
hesitate to reach out to CAMA’s National Office.  We can help connect you with a fellow CAO 
– often from outside your region – to offer guidance, share experiences, or simply lend a 
listening ear.  Sometimes that one conversation can make all the difference. 

The work is demanding, but you are never alone in it.  And the impact you make – as a steady, 
ethical, and courageous leader – is worth it. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Tech Without Strategy = Risk Without Purpose 

Don’t wait for an IT crisis to ask tough questions. Align digital tools with your priorities, assign 
clear accountability, and make sure your tech serves both your staff and your citizens. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Information is Power—And Responsibility 

FOIP isn't just a legal requirement—it's a trust issue. A strong privacy culture protects both 
your organization and your community. Prioritize transparency, document defensibly, and 
empower your team with the knowledge to handle sensitive information with care. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Respect is a Practice, Not a Policy 

Building a relationship with Indigenous governments takes time and humility.  Start with 
listening.  Acknowledge the part.  Be open to new protocols, perspectives, and ways of 
knowing.  The goal isn’t to lead  it’s to walk beside. 
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CAO Pro Tip: Be mindful of both over- and under-communicating. While regular 
updates can foster trust, excessive messaging may overwhelm Council or blur 
governance boundaries. Consider weekly summaries, scheduled briefings, or structured 
Council dashboards to provide consistent, digestible updates without overloading your 
elected officials. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: You serve one employer—Council as a whole. Stay grounded in 
governance protocols and reinforce proper channels to protect staff, maintain neutrality, 
and preserve effective CAO-Council relations. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Stay neutral—but don’t stay silent. Silence may be interpreted as 
acceptance. Repeating consistent, non-defensive messaging like “I’ll bring that forward 
to Council as a whole” helps depersonalize conflict while reinforcing your role. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Don’t assume alignment—create it. 

Early in your tenure, take time to clarify Council’s expectations, both collectively and with the 
Head of Council. Proactive conversations about roles, communication preferences, and 
boundaries help prevent misunderstandings and establish mutual respect. Schedule regular 
check-ins with the Head of Council to reinforce alignment and maintain a constructive tone, 
especially during challenging times. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: CAO readiness is about preparation, not perfection. With strategic 
preparation and a strong network, you will position yourself for long-term success. 
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CAO Pro Tip: Your Reputation Matters 

In the municipal world, your reputation speaks louder than your résumé. Executive search 
firms rely on industry networks, references, and word-of-mouth insights when evaluating 
candidates. 

How you engage with elected officials, peers, and staff today can shape future career 
opportunities—even before a position is posted. Maintaining professionalism, demonstrating 
integrity, and fostering strong governance relationships will position you as a top candidate 
for executive roles. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Don’t Skip Your Own Performance Evaluation 

Make sure your employment contract includes a clear, annual performance evaluation process. 
Use it not just as a report card, but as a leadership alignment tool with Council. A good 
evaluation clarifies expectations, strengthens communication, and helps you grow as a leader. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Depoliticize Performance and Compensation 

A structured, Council-endorsed policy—ideally facilitated by a third party—helps ensure 
performance evaluations and compensation reviews are fair, evidence-based, and free of 
political bias. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Let Your Experience Guide You—Quietly 

Be cautious about saying “Back when I was in…” too often. While experience is valuable, 
referencing your past municipality too much can signal a lack of connection to the local 
context. Let your previous experience shape your decisions—but focus your conversations 
and strategies on this community, not the last one. Leadership credibility comes from 
relevance, not résumé. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: When in doubt, buy time. If you're caught off-guard by a question, it’s 
okay to say “Let me get back to you with accurate information.” This builds trust and protects 
your credibility. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  Deputies and senior staff are not just reports—they’re your allies. 

Build mutual trust and empower them as strategic partners. A strong leadership team can 
extend your influence, reinforce your messaging, and help you navigate difficult Council 
dynamics or high-pressure moments with unity and professionalism. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: You Set the Tone for Staff Culture 

Staff are watching. Your words, tone, body language, and how you handle tension set the 
cultural tone more than any policy ever could. Model respect, clarity, and calm—especially 
during conflict—and your organization will mirror it. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Navigating the Complexities of Human Resources 

One of the most challenging aspects of being a CAO is managing human resources. From 
recruitment and retention to performance management and labour relations, HR decisions 
can be some of the most complex and high-stakes responsibilities you will face. You will need 
to navigate employment laws, collective agreements, workplace policies, and organizational 
culture while balancing the expectations of Council and staff. Effective HR leadership ensures 
a strong, motivated workforce and minimizes risks associated with workplace disputes, 
grievances, and turnover. For a deeper dive into HR management, refer to CAMA’s Human 
Resources Toolkit, which provides comprehensive guidance on employment best practices, 
performance management, conflict resolution, and succession planning. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  The Critical Role of Succession Planning 

Strong municipalities are built on strong leadership teams, and as a CAO, part of your 
responsibility is ensuring organizational continuity. Succession planning is more than 
preparing for your own replacement—it’s about identifying and developing future leaders 
within your municipality at every level.   

CAO Transitions as Renewal Moments: Long-serving CAOs bring stability and deep 
organizational memory—but their departure can also be a springboard for change. 
Succession planning is a chance to modernize operations, refresh leadership development 
approaches, and re-engage staff in a new vision. Ensure your exit strategy highlights 
opportunities for innovation while respecting legacy systems. 

A well-structured succession plan mitigates risks associated with retirements, departures, and 
sudden vacancies, ensuring that key positions are filled with capable, prepared individuals. 
Investing in leadership development fosters stability, enhances service delivery, and 
strengthens organizational culture. For detailed strategies and tools to implement a 
succession plan, refer to CAMA’s Succession Planning Toolkit. 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Embrace the “Coffee Shop Test” 

Before making a decision or recommending action, ask yourself: “How would this sound at 
the local coffee shop?” Residents want fairness, transparency, and plain-language 
explanations. Thinking this way helps keep public trust front and centre.
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CAO Pro Tip:  Getting Out of the Office: Building Strong Connections Across 
Departments 

One of the most impactful things a CAO can do is get out of the office and engage directly 
with staff in all departments. A successful CAO is not just a figurehead at City Hall but a visible 
and approachable leader who understands the operations on the ground. Regular check-ins 
with employees across different service areas foster a culture of openness, trust, and 
collaboration. These visits allow you to hear directly from frontline staff about challenges, 
successes, and areas for improvement, strengthening both morale and operational 
effectiveness. By actively engaging with employees, you reinforce that every role within the 
organization contributes to the municipality’s success. A leader who is seen, heard, and 
engaged inspires a workforce that is motivated and committed to excellence. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Integrity Builds Trust 

Owning your mistakes doesn’t weaken your credibility—it strengthens it. Demonstrating 
accountability fosters respect, reinforces ethical leadership, and sets the tone for a 
transparent, trust-based relationship with Council. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Employees may not choose their leaders, but how those leaders 
navigate change determines whether an organization remains stable or struggles 
through uncertainty. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Find a Mentor and Build a Support Network 

The CAO role can be both demanding and isolating, making a strong professional network 
essential. Connecting with seasoned CAOs, engaging in municipal peer groups, and 
participating in leadership forums provides mentorship and real-world governance insights. A 
well-established network offers guidance, support, and career opportunities—ensuring you’re 
never navigating challenges alone. 
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CAO Pro Tips: 

• Prepare thoroughly—anticipate questions. 

• Keep advice neutral and solutions focused. 

• Support the Mayor/Chair in keeping meetings efficient and respectful. 

• Debrief with your leadership team afterward to plan next steps. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Clarify Your Public Role Early 

Every community has different expectations of the CAO’s public presence. In some 
municipalities, the CAO is highly visible—regularly engaging with the media, speaking at 
public events, and representing operational matters. In others, the CAO remains behind the 
scenes while the Mayor or Communications staff serve as the public voice. Neither model is 
right or wrong—it depends on the preferences of Council, the CAO’s style, and the needs of 
the organization. Consider having a deliberate discussion with Council early in your tenure to 
clarify expectations. Aligning on this dynamic from the outset helps avoid confusion, 
reinforces role boundaries, and supports a unified public message. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Speak Respectfully to Strengthen Trust 

As CAO, your words carry weight—both inside and outside Council Chambers. Always speak 
respectfully about elected officials, even during challenging times or in informal settings like 
public events, social gatherings, or mixed company. Avoid venting or sharing frustrations 
publicly. Upholding the reputation of your Council reinforces institutional trust, strengthens 
public confidence in local government, and safeguards your own leadership credibility. 
Maintaining a tone of professionalism—no matter the environment—is essential to your role 
as a neutral and trusted leader. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Reinforce these role distinctions through structured Council orientation, 
ongoing training, and regular check-ins to prevent governance challenges and ensure 
smooth operations. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  If you are negotiating contract terms, performance evaluation 
processes, or need third-party support to navigate CAO-Council relations, refer to 
CAMA’s CAO Employment Contract Toolkit for best practices and model clauses. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Legal advice should inform—not define—your decisions. Blend legal 
counsel with emotional intelligence, political acuity, and your deep knowledge of the 
organization to arrive at sound, ethical outcomes. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: While remaining politically aware is essential, a CAO must always uphold 
neutrality, avoiding the perception of bias or favoritism. 
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CAO Pro Tip: Establish clear governance frameworks early on to prevent political 
challenges on role clarity from escalating. Regular training, open communication, and a 
strong CAO-Council relationship are key to mitigating political risks.  Equally important is the 
implementation of key policies—such as Conflict of Interest, Social Media, and Respectful 
Workplace—along with a well-crafted Procedural Bylaw that thoughtfully anticipates and 
addresses these issues. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  The often-cited "no surprises" rule isn’t about perfection – it’s about 
building trust through open, timely, and proactive communication.  As CAO, aim to keep 
Council well-informed on emerging issues, risks, and key developments before they surface 
publicly.  In return, Council should respect your operational leadership and provide space for 
the administration to manage day-to-day affairs.  This mutual understanding fosters a 
professional, collaborative working relationship rooted in transparency and trust. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: A politically astute CAO influences without overstepping, advises without 
bias, and leads without political entanglement. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Political acumen is about understanding the dynamics at play, managing 
relationships effectively, and providing impartial leadership that fosters sound 
governance. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Start goal-setting conversations with your leadership team early in the 
budget cycle, linking department objectives to the financial plan. This ensures resource 
allocation supports Council’s strategic vision. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Treat election cycles as an opportunity for renewal—well-prepared 
transitions set the stage for strong governance and a productive Council term. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  Develop an internal election protocol outlining how the administration 
will handle candidate requests, public statements, and campaign-related inquiries. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Direct election candidates to publicly available resources (Council 
agendas, budgets, strategic plans, etc.) rather than engaging in one-on-one discussions 
that could be misinterpreted. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  The first 90 days of a new Council’s term are crucial. Invest time in 
structured orientation and relationship-building to set the foundation for effective 
governance. 

Engage a third-party expert early in the term to support orientation delivery—bringing 
neutrality, clarity, and credibility to discussions on roles, responsibilities, and good governance 
practices.  A well-facilitated start promotes alignment, prevents future conflict, and builds 
mutual trust between Council and administration. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:   Early engagement with a new Council helps build trust, manage 
expectations, and align priorities for effective governance. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Be proactive about your annual performance review—schedule it if 
needed and come prepared. Present a clear summary of your achievements tied to 
Council’s priorities, anticipate feedback, and approach the discussion as a two-way 
conversation. Clarify expectations for the year ahead and use the opportunity to discuss your 
professional development. Stay open, professional, and solution-focused throughout. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: A financially strategic CAO thinks long-term—ensuring financial policies 
today support municipal resilience in the future. 

 

CAO PRO TIPS:  INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD



 

CAO Pro Tip: Build Your Property Tax Literacy Early 

If you're new to municipal government, take time to understand how assessments, mill rates, 
and local tax policy, and arrears collection all interact. Connect with your Finance Director or 
provincial municipal affairs office for foundational resources—they’re essential for informed 
budget discussions and effective public communication. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Build a Quick-Reference Binder (or Digital Folder) 

Compile a personalized binder or desktop folder of your municipality’s key legislation, bylaws, 
and procedural documents. Having easy access to relevant sections during Council meetings 
or when advising staff saves time, reinforces confidence, and helps you provide clear, accurate 
guidance in real time. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Financial oversight is strategic—focus on long-term planning, and legal 
compliance is about prevention—mitigate risks before they escalate. Strong communication 
builds trust—with Council, staff, and the public. 

As a CAO, knowing when to engage external legal counsel is a key part of managing risk and 
ensuring due diligence. While you may rely heavily on internal advice from your senior 
management team or municipal solicitor (if available), there are situations where external legal 
expertise is essential. These include complex labour relations matters, procurement disputes, 
contract negotiations, land development agreements, or any issue with potential legal liability 
or political sensitivity.  

Proactively seeking legal advice—before a problem escalates—can save significant time, 
resources, and reputational risk. A strong CAO not only knows when to bring in legal 
expertise but also how to frame questions clearly and collaborate effectively with legal 
advisors to achieve practical, defensible solutions. Building relationships with trusted legal 
counsel early on allows you to confidently navigate high-stakes situations. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  There is no one-size-fits-all leadership style. Every CAO brings their 
own unique approach shaped by personal values, background, and experience. Whether 
your style is collaborative, strategic, transformational, or operational, each can be equally 
effective depending on your municipality’s needs and culture. The key is to be authentic in 
your leadership while staying adaptable to the evolving context of your role and Council 
dynamics. 
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CAO Pro Tip: As a CAO, success depends not only on technical knowledge but also on 
relationship-building and personal leadership growth. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Own Your Onboarding 

Don’t wait for someone to hand you a roadmap—build your own onboarding plan. Proactively 
meet with each Council member, department head, and key community partner. Ask about 
priorities, pain points, and what success looks like. Early relationship-building sets the tone for 
trust and collaboration. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Remember: Leadership isn’t about changing everything overnight. It’s 
about guiding the organization forward while maintaining relationships, credibility, and 
stability. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  The greatest leaders aren’t those with all the answers, but those with the 
courage to lead despite uncertainty. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Lead for the long game. Your influence is often most powerful when it 
quietly drives results, strengthens the organization, and leaves a legacy of effective 
governance and public service. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Visibility isn't just about being seen—it's about being real. Show up for 
your team in ways that are authentic, meaningful, and aligned with your values. That’s how 
you build trust and reinforce a strong organizational culture—not just presence, but purpose. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  Frontline staff are the eyes and ears of your organization—they often 
have the clearest insights into day-to-day challenges and successes. Taking time to meet 
them, listen to their feedback, and show genuine interest in their perspectives not only 
uncovers valuable information but also builds trust and boosts morale. Staff appreciate when 
leadership takes the time to engage directly—it sends a clear message that you care about 
their work and well-being. A simple conversation can go a long way in strengthening your 
connection with the people who keep the municipality running smoothly. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Demonstrate reliability by being punctual for meetings and responding 
to calls or messages in a timely manner. Small actions speak volumes about your 
leadership style and respect for others’ time. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Be aware of Council dynamics—understand if there are factions, new 
members, or veteran Councillors with significant influence. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: When presenting a CAO/Council Covenant to Council, frame 
recommendations in terms of “How this will help Council achieve its strategic priorities.” 
Councils respond best when they see how proposals link directly to their goals. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Be a bridge, not a buffer—while protecting your staff from political 
interference, also ensure that Council feels supported and informed. Balanced leadership 
earns trust on both sides. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Establish clear boundaries to protect staff from political dynamics. 
Reinforce that staff serve the organization—not individual Council members—and ensure 
they are never placed in the middle of political disputes. Your leadership sets the tone for a 
respectful, neutral, and professional workplace. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  Consider engaging a mentor or peer network to gain insights into 
navigating complex political environments, particularly if there is friction within Council. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Involving City Council in Writing the Code of Conduct 

A key tip for fostering a resilient team culture is to involve City Council in the creation of the 
Code of Conduct. By engaging Council members in this process, you ensure their buy-in and 
commitment to upholding the standards set forth. It’s equally important that every new 
employee and Council member receives a copy of the Code of Conduct upon starting their 
position. This practice ensures that all members of the organization are aware of the expected 
behaviours and ethical standards from the outset, promoting a culture of respect and 
accountability from day one. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Remain politically neutral but build relationships with all Council 
members based on respect and professionalism. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  As a CAO, your leadership is most impactful when it elevates others—
your staff, your Council, and your community. While occasional visibility builds trust and 
connection, overexposure—especially in the media or on social platforms—can blur 
governance lines and shift focus away from your true role: supporting Council’s leadership and 
ensuring organizational excellence. Use your platform to spotlight the work of your team, 
align with Council’s direction, and reinforce good governance. Visibility is powerful—when 
guided by purpose, humility, and intention. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Prioritize projects that solve visible community or organizational pain 
points. Early wins that resonate with both Council and residents help reinforce your 
credibility as a results-oriented leader. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: When reporting to Council, keep information concise but meaningful. 
Focus on high-level overviews that clearly link KPIs and outcomes to Council’s strategic 
priorities. Always provide context to help Council and staff understand both the results and 
the story behind them—this reinforces alignment and supports informed decision-making. 
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CAO Pro Tip: Your team will mirror your leadership—if you model trust, accountability, 
and collaboration, your leadership team will do the same. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Great leaders stay grounded by investing as much in their own growth as 
they do in their teams. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Lead, Don’t Just React 

Set boundaries early, even if it feels uncomfortable—it protects your energy and your role. 
Don’t wait until you’re struggling to reach out. Use your networks, seek mentors, and build a 
circle that reminds you that you’re not alone in this. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Know When (and When Not) to Speak 

In staff meetings, speak last. Let your team share ideas and solutions first—your role is to 
listen, guide, and elevate others’ voices. In Council meetings, remember: it’s their meeting, 
not yours. Speak only when your input is necessary to clarify, advise, or protect the integrity of 
the organization. Strategic silence can be just as powerful as the words you choose to share. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Remember: If Council votes against one of your recommendations, it’s 
not a failure. Your role is to provide evidence-based advice, not to control outcomes. Stay 
confident in your professional judgment and continue supporting Council’s decisions with 
clarity and respect. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  A Day 100 debrief with Council is a valuable opportunity to strengthen 
trust, reinforce your commitment to transparency, and position yourself as a reflective, 
responsive leader. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  Navigating Strong Mayor Powers with Professionalism 

If you’re a CAO working under Strong Mayor Powers, position yourself as a champion of good 
governance by proactively initiating Council training and developing a clear, accessible 
administrative policy manual. These tools help reinforce roles, responsibilities, and 
accountability—ensuring a balanced, transparent decision-making environment. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: You Are the Steady Hand in the Room 

In challenging Council meetings, the CAO must remain calm, ethical, and composed—even 
when others are not. Your demeanor anchors the room and reflects the tone of the entire 
organization. Upholding professionalism in public forums enhances organizational credibility 
and supports long-term trust with the community. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Always take time to debrief after difficult Council meetings to process 
tensions and restore team morale. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Designate a trusted senior manager to oversee internal operations 
during crises, allowing you to focus on external and Council-facing responsibilities. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: When entering an organization after a difficult transition, your presence 
alone may trigger resistance or caution. Build credibility through small wins, consistency, 
and a respectful acknowledgment of the past without dwelling in it. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Don’t overcompensate. Internal promotions require grace, not hard 
edges. Step into the leadership space with confidence—but let your actions earn the 
authority, not the title alone. 
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CAO Pro Tip: Early conversations should explore individual Council members’ 
expectations of the CAO role—some may prioritize strategic thinking, others operational 
responsiveness. Understanding these preferences helps you tailor your approach while still 
reinforcing appropriate role boundaries. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Be Friendly, Not Friends 

Maintain a warm, respectful rapport with Council and staff—but avoid personal 
entanglements that may blur professional judgment. Clear boundaries protect your credibility, 
foster impartiality, and ensure decisions remain rooted in the best interest of the municipality. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Navigating Conflicting Priorities Requires Strategic Facilitation 

When Council members have competing priorities or political agendas, the CAO plays a 
critical role in fostering common ground. Use data and policy alignment to focus discussions 
on shared community outcomes. Act as a bridge—not a broker—guiding Council toward 
realistic goals that reflect both strategic vision and operational capacity. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Your first 100 days with a new Council set the tone. Prioritize relationship-
building over process changes. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Delegation is a leadership strength. Focus on empowering your senior 
team to lead while you prioritize strategic responsibilities. Avoid slipping into old habits if 
promoted internally—your role has fundamentally changed. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Always debrief after conflict situations to reflect on lessons learned and 
refine your approach. 
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CAO Pro Tip: Safeguard Capacity and Set Limits Early 

It’s essential to protect your team’s capacity by being realistic about the time and resources 
needed to implement Council directives. Be transparent with Council about potential impacts 
on staff workload, timelines, and trade-offs. Proactively framing these discussions helps 
prevent burnout, sets achievable expectations, and reinforces your role as a steward of 
organizational sustainability. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Read the Room—Informal Influence Matters 

In small communities, formal titles don’t always reflect who holds influence. Pay attention to 
informal power brokers—long-standing residents, business leaders, or association heads—
who may shape public opinion behind the scenes. Build respectful relationships, stay 
politically neutral, and communicate transparently to navigate these dynamics without 
compromising your role as an impartial public servant. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Engaging a mentor or coach early in your tenure accelerates growth and 
can help navigate difficult governance dynamics. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  The Power of Continuous Improvement 

A high-performing municipality is one that not only meets current expectations but 
continuously strives to improve. Continuous improvement drives innovation, enhances 
efficiency, and promotes employee engagement. By fostering a culture where staff are 
empowered to contribute ideas and refine processes, CAOs can strengthen organizational 
capacity and build a collaborative, high-performing workplace. 

Practical Tip: Leverage performance measurement tools, Lean principles, and regular 
strategic reviews to ensure your municipality remains agile and responsive. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Prioritize Cybersecurity Like a Core Service.  Even small municipalities 
are targets. Ask your IT team or contractor for a plain-language briefing on your current 
vulnerabilities, policies, and response plans. Then schedule regular security updates and 
simulations. Cybersecurity isn’t just an IT issue—it’s an organizational risk and reputational 
concern. 
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CAO Pro Tip: Normalize the “Hero to Zero” Cycle 

In municipal leadership, one day you may be the “community hero” praised for your 
leadership—and the next, a lightning rod for public criticism over decisions you believed were 
right. This fluctuation is normal. Understanding that leadership popularity can be cyclical helps 
you stay grounded, resilient, and focused on long-term outcomes rather than short-term 
approval. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Decisions Will Be Scrutinized—Plan Accordingly 

Assume every decision you make will be scrutinized or made public—especially in times of 
crisis or conflict. This mindset encourages clarity, accountability, and well-documented 
processes. When unsure, buy time. It’s always better to pause and reflect than to respond 
prematurely under pressure. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Exiting a municipality—whether through resignation, termination, or 
recognizing a misalignment with Council—requires as much strategy as onboarding. As CAO, 
safeguarding your professional reputation during a transition is key to your long-term career 
success. Maintain professionalism, control your narrative, and avoid public criticism of Council 
or staff. Prepare a thoughtful communication plan for both internal and external audiences, 
emphasizing continuity and your commitment to the municipality’s well-being. Work 
collaboratively with Council to ensure a smooth handover and document key files for your 
successor. Lean on your professional network for support and perspective and remember how 
you exit is just as important as how you lead. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip: Think of your exit strategy as part of your leadership legacy. A thoughtful 
departure—regardless of the circumstance demonstrates professionalism, protects your 
credibility, and models ethical leadership for future municipal leaders. 
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CAO Pro Tip:  You Are Not Alone in This Transition 

Starting as a first-time CAO can feel overwhelming, and it’s normal to experience moments of 
uncertainty, discomfort, or even imposter syndrome. Don’t be embarrassed by the learning 
curve—every CAO, no matter how seasoned, has been exactly where you are right now. The 
role comes with unique challenges, but you are part of a network of professionals across the 
country who understand what you’re going through and genuinely care about your success 
and well-being. There is no shame in reaching out for advice, mentorship, or simply to share 
your experiences. Someone else has faced the same obstacles, asked the same questions, 
and found a way forward—and so will you. 

 

 

CAO Pro Tip:  Future proofing isn’t just about reacting to change—it’s about staying 
one step ahead. Make continuous learning and relationship-building part of your 
leadership routine. A well-connected and resilient CAO is better equipped to navigate 
disruption, manage Council dynamics, and lead with confidence through uncertainty. 
Remember: the best CAOs don’t just manage the present—they actively shape the future. 
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