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Overview 
Stepping into the role of Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) is one of the most important and 
challenging transitions a local government professional can make. Whether you’re starting in a 
rural village or an urban centre, Charting Your Course:  A Leadership Toolkit for Municipal CAOs 
is your essential guide to succeeding as a CAO in Canada. 

This Toolkit offers a comprehensive, practical roadmap for navigating the complexity of 
municipal leadership, with a focus on political acumen, emotional resilience, and effective 
governance. It’s not just an onboarding tool—it’s a long-term career companion. 

Why This Toolkit Matters 
The CAO role is unique. It sits at the intersection of politics, public service, and administration. 
This Toolkit was developed to help CAOs: 

• Lead effectively from day one. 

• Build strong Council and staff relationships. 

• Navigate political tension with confidence. 

• Avoid burnout and build long-term leadership sustainability. 

• Access mentorship, checklists, and strategies tailored to the realities of the job. 

Grounded in real-world experience and insights from seasoned CAOs, this resource is designed 
to support individuals at every stage of their leadership journey—whether you're exploring the 
CAO role for the first time, just starting out, or already serving as a CAO and looking to grow, 
adapt to a new community, or mentor others. 
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Toolkit Highlights 
  1 Your Leadership Journey Begins 

• Understand the scope and responsibility of the CAO position. 

• Learn how to balance political neutrality with strategic influence. 

• Build emotional resilience to manage scrutiny, pressure, and crisis. 

  2 Ready to Lead? Assess Your Fit 

• Self-assessment tool to determine your readiness for the CAO role. 

• Guidance on employment contracts, interviewing, and finding the right municipality. 

• Advice for navigating internal competition and leadership transitions. 

  3 Your First 100 Days 

   A phased approach to onboarding including practical checklists and tips for building 
credibility quickly: 

• Days 1–30: Build trust, understand your municipality, and engage stakeholders. 

• Days 31–60: Establish governance protocols, manage Council dynamics, and strengthen 
culture. 

• Days 61–100: Chart a path forward with strategic planning, performance frameworks, 
and leadership team development. 

  4 Governance, Political Acumen, and Council Relations 

• Learn the difference between governance and management. 

• Develop protocols to protect administrative neutrality. 

• Gain insight into Council meeting dynamics, dealing with divided Councils, and 
speaking “truth to power.” 

  5 Leading with Courage in Difficult Situations 

• Strategies to manage workplace incivility, harassment, and crisis situations. 

• Best practices for handling disputes with Council and staff. 

• Resilience-building techniques to maintain your wellbeing. 
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  6 Small But Mighty: Thriving in Smaller Municipalities 

• Specialized content for CAOs in small towns or northern/remote communities. 

• Learn to “wear many hats,” manage limited resources, and build community trust. 

• Address the challenges of working closely with Council and navigating tight-knit political 
environments. 

  7 Growth & Sustainability 

• Plan for continuous development, succession, and career transitions. 

• Prevent burnout with self-care and peer support strategies. 

• Future-proof your CAO career through innovation and change leadership. 

Tools, Templates, and Practical Supports 
This is more than a guide—it’s a working resource: 

• Sample Terms of Reference for Council projects. 

• The CAO Success Checklist. 

• Council-Staff Etiquette Guidelines. 

• RASCI Method for team clarity. 

• Performance evaluation tips and strategic planning frameworks. 

• Governance resources for managing difficult Councils. 

You’re Not Alone: A CAMA Community Resource 
CAMA developed this Toolkit to support CAOs at every stage of their leadership journey. It 
reflects the realities of municipal life—political pressures, operational complexity, and the 
emotional labour of leadership—while offering tools and guidance rooted in experience. 

Through mentorship connections, the CAMA Masterminds Forum, toolkits, and a national peer 
network, CAOs never need to lead in isolation. 

Final Word 
Being a CAO is not just a job—it’s a calling to shape communities, steward public trust, and 
lead with purpose. Charting Your Course gives you the insights, tools, and confidence to meet 
the moment—and chart a path of integrity, resilience, and impact. 
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