
GUIDANCE FOR 
COUNCILS: HOW TO 

SUPPORT A SUCCESSFUL 
CAO TRANSITION

YOUR COURSE
CHARTING

A LEADERSHIP TOOLKIT
FOR MUNICIPAL CAOS

 VISION STRATEGY 
LEADERSHIP 

COLLABORATION COMMUNITY RESILI
EN

CE
 

GO
VE

RN
AN

CE
 

INTEGRITY



GUIDANCE FOR COUNCILS:  HOW TO SUPPORT A SUCCESSFUL CAO TRANSITION

 Term Practical Tips

  1 Provide a 
Comprehensive 
Onboarding Package

A well-prepared onboarding package equips the CAO with the 
essential knowledge to start strong. 

• Include Key Documents: Provide strategic plans, budgets, 
organizational charts, recent Council meeting minutes, and 
relevant policies. 

• Highlight Priorities: Outline immediate goals and ongoing 
projects to help the CAO focus their efforts. 

• Provide Context: Share historical insights, key challenges, 
and successes to familiarize the CAO with the municipality’s 
journey. 

  2 Schedule an 
Orientation Session 

An in-depth orientation helps the CAO understand the Council’s 
vision, priorities, and expectations. 

• Introduce Roles and Responsibilities: Clearly outline the 
governance role of Council versus the administrative role of 
the CAO. 

• Discuss Strategic Goals: Ensure alignment on short- and 
long-term priorities. 

• Familiarize the CAO with Council Culture: Share preferred 
communication styles and decision-making processes.

GUIDANCE FOR COUNCILS: 
HOW TO SUPPORT A SUCCESSFUL CAO 

TRANSITION 
Starting a new role as a Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) can be challenging, and the support 
of the Council is critical in setting the CAO up for success. Below is a Top 10 List of ways Council 
members can provide effective support during this transition. 
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  3 Foster Open 
Communication

Establishing transparent and consistent communication with the 
CAO is essential for building trust. 

• Set Regular Check-Ins: Schedule one-on-one meetings with 
the CAO to discuss updates, challenges, and progress. 

• Provide Constructive Feedback: Offer timely and actionable 
feedback to help the CAO adjust and improve. 

• Encourage Questions: Create an environment where the 
CAO feels comfortable seeking clarification or guidance.

  4 Establish Clear 
Expectations

Ambiguity can create confusion and hinder progress. Define 
expectations early to ensure alignment. 

• Clarify Success Metrics: Outline what success looks like for 
the CAO in the first 100 days and beyond. 

• Set Boundaries: Clearly distinguish between Council’s 
governance responsibilities and the CAO’s operational 
duties. 

• Agree on Communication Protocols: Determine how and 
when the CAO will report progress to Council.

  5 Support Relationship-
Building Efforts 

Help the CAO build relationships with key stakeholders to 
facilitate collaboration and trust. 

• Introduce the CAO to Key Contacts: Facilitate introductions 
to department heads, community leaders, and regional 
partners. 

• Host a Public Welcome: Arrange an event where residents 
and local businesses can meet the CAO, fostering 
community connection. 

• Encourage Collaboration: Support the CAO’s efforts to 
engage with staff and stakeholders across the municipality.

  6 Provide Adequate 
Resources 

Ensure the CAO has the tools, staff, and resources needed to 
perform their duties effectively. 

• Assess Organizational Capacity: Review whether the current 
staff structure supports the CAO’s strategic goals. 

• Invest in Professional Development: Support the CAO in 
attending training, conferences, and peer networking events. 

• Provide Administrative Support: Assign experienced staff to 
assist with onboarding and day-to-day operations during the 
transition.
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  7 Be Patient and 
Realistic 

Transitions take time, and the CAO will need a grace period to 
learn the organization and implement changes. 

• Allow Time for Assessment: Give the CAO space to review 
processes, meet stakeholders, and identify priorities. 

• Set Realistic Goals: Avoid overwhelming the CAO with too 
many demands or unrealistic deadlines in their first months. 

• Celebrate Small Wins: Acknowledge early successes to 
boost morale and build momentum.

  8 Avoid 
Micromanaging 

Respect the CAO’s expertise and allow them to lead while 
providing guidance when needed. 

• Trust Their Judgment: Avoid questioning every decision or 
directing operational matters. 

• Focus on Governance: Stay within the Council’s role of 
setting policy and strategic direction. 

• Encourage Autonomy: Empower the CAO to make 
decisions and lead the organization effectively.

  9 Facilitate Governance 
Training

Invest in governance training to ensure Council and the CAO 
work effectively together. 

• Clarify Roles and Responsibilities: Help Council members 
understand the distinction between policy and 
administration. 

• Address Group Dynamics: Use training sessions to foster 
teamwork and collaboration among Council members. 

• Promote Best Practices: Share examples of successful 
governance-CAO relationships to set a positive tone.

 10 Demonstrate Unified 
Support

A united Council sends a strong message of trust and 
confidence in the CAO’s leadership. 

• Speak with One Voice: Avoid sending conflicting messages 
or directives to the CAO. 

• Resolve Disagreements Privately: Address Council conflicts 
internally rather than involving the CAO. 

• Show Public Support: Publicly affirm your confidence in the 
CAO to build their credibility with staff and the community.


