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Transparency, Fair Process, and Fair 
Treatment at the Council Table 
Effective municipal governance depends on trust, consistency, and disciplined 
process. At the centre of that system is the Chief Administrative Officer’s 
responsibility to ensure that Council decision-making is supported by transparent, 
fair, and defensible administrative practices. 
Transparency at the Council table is not about managing outcomes or eliminating disagreement. It is about 
ensuring that all members of Council are treated equitably, that decisions are supported by consistent 
information, and that established policies and processes are applied without exception. 

When transparency and process discipline are strong, governance functions calmly, even under pressure. 
When they are weakened or applied inconsistently, tensions rise, trust erodes, and the risk of incivility 
increases. 

This summary serves as a reminder of a foundational governance obligation of the CAO role.
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Transparency 
Same information. Same rules

Fair Process 
Consistent application.

Fair Treatment 
Equitable access



Key Reminder for CAOs 
Ensure all members of Council are treated fairly by consistently adhering to established policies and 
processes. 

Fair treatment does not require agreement or uniform perspectives.  It requires consistency, clarity, and 
procedural integrity. 

Why This Matters 
Council authority is exercised collectively, not individually. The legitimacy of Council decisions depends not 
only on what is decided, but on whether the process leading to the decision is perceived as fair, open, and 
even-handed. 

What Happens When Process Breaks Down 

Process failure is often mistaken for 
behavioural failure.
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Inconsistent 
Process

Perceived 
Unfairness Reactivity Personalization Increased Risk

or Incivility

Strong Process 

Calm deliberation 

Trust maintained 

Staff protected 

Focus on substance

Weak Process 

Reactivity 

Personalization 

Staff exposed 

Incivility

vs



Perceived inconsistencies in information-sharing, 
agenda management, or application of policy, 
whether intentional or not, can: 
• undermine trust at the Council table; 
• increase reactivity or personalization of debate; 
• place staff inappropriately in the line of fire; and 
• expose the CAO and the organization to 

reputational and governance risk. 

Transparent and predictable processes act as a 
stabilizing force, anchoring Council discussion in 
substance rather than personalities. 

Transparency Is a Governance 
Practice, Not a Courtesy 
Transparency does not mean sharing all information 
at all times. It means ensuring that all members of 
Council have equitable access to the same 
information, through the same channels, using the 
same rules. 

This includes: 
• applying agenda and reporting rules consistently; 
• avoiding informal or selective briefings that could 

reasonably be perceived as preferential; 
• clearly distinguishing between information, 

advice, and recommendations; and 
• grounding decisions in policy, legislation, or 

established practice. 

Consistency protects the organization and the 
individual within it. 

Exercising Judgment Without 
Eroding Fairness 
CAOs routinely operate in complex environments 
involving confidentiality, legal advice, timing 
constraints, and political sensitivity. Exercising 
professional judgment is essential, but it must be 
exercised within a transparent and defensible 
framework. 

When information must be limited, staged, or 
delayed: 
• the rationale should be clear; 
• the approach should be consistent; and 
• the same standards should apply to all members 

of Council. 

Clarity reduces speculation. Silence invites it. 

 

 

              Clarity                            Silence 
                reduces                                  invites 
             speculation                          speculation 
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Practical Anchors for CAO 
Leadership 
CAOs should regularly ask: 
• Would a reasonable observer view this process as 

even-handed? 
• Are all Councillors receiving the same information, 

in the same way, at the same time? 
• Am I relying on established policy or informal 

practice? 
• Have constraints or limitations been clearly 

explained? 
• Does the framing support governance 

understanding rather than outcome control? 

These questions support risk stewardship, not risk 
avoidance. 

Transparency as a Tool to 
Reduce Incivility 
Many governance tensions arise not from 
disagreement, but from perceptions of exclusion, 
inconsistency, or pre-determination. Transparent 
process: 
• reduces emotional escalation; 
• supports Chairs in maintaining order and 

decorum; 
• protects staff from becoming the focus of 

frustration; and 
• reinforces trust in the organization, even when 

decisions are difficult. 

Strong CAO leadership is disciplined, impartial, and 
grounded in process. Transparency is not a 
vulnerability, it is a form of organizational protection. 

By treating all members of Council fairly through 
consistent adherence to established policies and 
processes, CAOs strengthen governance legitimacy 
and create the conditions for respectful, effective 
decision-making. 
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Top 10 Reminders for CAOs 
Promoting Fairness & Consistency in Council Relations 
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Lead by the 
Rulebook

Apply Council’s procedures, bylaws, and policies consistently—regardless of the 
individual Councillor or situation.

Stay Neutral, 
Stay Professional

Treat all members of Council with equal respect and impartiality, even when 
perspectives differ.

Consistency 
Builds Credibility

Follow the same process for requests, inquiries, and communications from all 
Councillors to maintain transparency and trust.

Use Policy as 
Your Guidepost

When in doubt, return to Council-approved policy. It provides a shared 
understanding and protects both staff and Council.

Avoid One-Off 
Favors

Even well-intended exceptions can create perceptions of bias. Strive for fairness 
in every interation.

Document and 
Communicate 

Clearly

Ensure decisions, follow-ups, and next steps are recorded and shared in a timely 
and consistent manner.

Support Council 
as a Whole

Your primary responsibility is to Council as a collective—not individual members. 
Keep the big picture in view.

Encourage Use of 
Formal Channels

Reinforce appropriate pathways for raising issues or concerns to avoid confusion 
or missteps.

Model Civility 
and Respect

Your tone sets the standard. Demonstrate respectful leadership, even in 
moments of tension.

Pause and Reflect When pressures mount or situations feel personal, take a step back. Ask: “Is this 
in line with our process? Would I do the same for any other member?”


