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THANK YOU TO ALL PROJECT PARTICIPANTS 
The Working Group on Responsible Conduct is a joint initiative of the B.C. Ministry 
of Municipal Affairs, the Local Government Management Association of British 
Columbia, and the Union of British Columbia Municipalities. 

We sincerely appreciate the valuable contributions of all those who assisted the 
Working Group on Responsible Conduct in developing this guide, Forging the Path to 
Responsible Conduct in Your Local Government.

The project greatly benefited from the support and involvement of these 
participants, including B.C. local government elected and staff officials, and the legal 
experts who advise them. These individuals, through their willingness to share their 
experiences, were absolutely central in showing us how leading local governments 
can manage conduct issues within the current B.C context. They are truly forging 
the path to responsible conduct in their communities. It is our hope that in passing 
on the wisdom built through those experiences, the guide will provide others with 
practical ideas to allow them to to do the same.  
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A Council or Board is entrusted by electors to govern 
in the best interests of the community and it can only 
do this as a collective. Individual members cannot 
independently govern or make decisions affecting their 
community, but they can participate and contribute 
towards collective decision-making, and collaborative 
good governance responsibilities. 

Given this, Boards and Councils need to find ways to 
work together; to effectively cooperate, collaborate, 
and make decisions, regardless of things like conduct 
issues, strained relationships or conflicting views.    

Whose Job is it Anyway? 
Everyone has a role to play in responsible conduct and 
good governance.  

•	 Every elected official is accountable for their own 
conduct and must make sure they are always acting 
ethically and responsibly.

•	 The mayor or chair provides leadership and can 
lead by example, maintain order at meetings and 
propose policy changes, but they cannot, on their 
own, ensure the Council or Board operates as it 
should. 

•	 All Council or Board members influence how the 
collective works, and in the interest of serving 
their community, all can take steps to work 
effectively together, including speaking up when 
problems arise. 

•	 Staff provide professional advice to the Council 
or Board and carry out its decisions in an 
effective, efficient and non-partisan manner. The 
relationship between elected and staff officials is 
intertwined, so it is vital for both to understand 
and respect one another’s roles. Developing 
effective lines of communication, and trustful, 
respectful relationships between elected and staff 
officials supports good governance, even under 
challenging circumstances. The CAO is your one 
employee and your ally to help elected officials be 
successful.

“We need to stop pretending that 
good governance is an accident; if 
you’re not doing this proactively, 
you’ll be doing it reactively.”
(A B.C. local government 
consultant, facilitator and lawyer)

CHAPTER 2

Maintaining Good Governance
Working Together Before, During, After – and Despite – Conduct issues
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Enhance Collaboration: Embrace Diverse 
Ideas and Conflicting Views
Councils and Boards that welcome healthy debate, 
diverse ideas and conflicting views make better 
decisions. Different lived experiences and fresh 
perspectives can provide valuable insights, uncover 
opportunities and bring out solutions that hadn’t 
previously been considered but are better for the 
community.

Productive conflict3 – that is, conflict that leads to 
productive results, such as better decisions – can be 
a significant positive influence on good governance. 
Productive conflict is an open exchange of conflicting 
or differing ideas in which parties feel equally heard, 
respected and unafraid to voice dissenting opinions as 
they work toward a mutually comfortable solution.

On the other hand, unproductive conflict – characterized 
by frequent, unresolved arguments – can leave 
individuals feeling angry and frustrated, bringing about 
conduct issues and making good governance more 
difficult. 

“Local officials are grappling with difficult policy challenges… A goal is 
to create a culture of tolerance for differing points of view that credits 
everyone with having the best interests of the community in mind.”
(From the Institute for Local Government document Tips for Promoting 
Civility in Public Meetings)

Provide a way for elected officials to build 
informal relationships beyond the Council 
or Board table (it can be as easy as sharing 
a meal together).

The next time a contentious issue is under 
discussion, try a “no rebuttal round table 
session” where every member has an 
opportunity to state their position on the 
issue and explain its impact from their 
perspective, and no member can rebut 
someone else’s statement (when it is 
their turn, they must speak only to their 
personal perspectives). 

(Details of this process, including its 
successes, are provided in the Enhancing 
Collaboration in British Columbia’s Regional 
Districts report, found in Chapter 6, 
Resources.)

LEADING PRACTICE TIPS

3   From Unproductive Conflict vs. Productive Conflict. See Chapter 6, Resources for link and details.
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Individual strategies for productive conflict include: 

•	 Separating the person from the issue;

•	 Moving the discussion from positions to interests; 
and

•	 Seeking win-win scenarios, where solutions can 
meet key mutual interests.

Developing these skills can be a catalyst to move from 
unproductive conflict, with parties entrenched in their 
positions, to a place where conflicting views become a 
pathway to better solutions.

Focusing on trusting relationships, strong information 
sharing practices and a shared vision can equip a local 
government to ensure conflict remains productive and 
improve collaboration. For example:4  

•	 Organizing information seminars on complex 
issues;

•	 Maintaining a strong chair/mayor and CAO 
leadership team; and 

•	 Preventing the spread of misinformation and 
establishing a common set of facts.

Chapter 2: Maintaining Good Governance

“Regional issues may be more 
obscure than in a municipality 
and it is important to give all 
directors, from municipalities and 
electoral areas, the support they 
need to appreciate their role in 
creating a regional vision.”
(A B.C. regional district CAO)

Trusting 
Relationships

Information 
Sharing

Shared 
Vision

4  Examples from Enhancing Collaboration in British Columbia’s Regional Districts. See Chapter 6, Resources for link and details.
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Contain Conduct Issues: Use Policy/
Procedural Tools to Manage Meetings and 
Conduct, and Support Good Governance
Simply having policy and procedural tools in place are 
not enough; they will only be effective in managing 
conduct if they are used.  

If the procedure bylaw supports responsible conduct 
or a code of conduct is in place, the mayor or chair can 
remind an elected official of their obligation to comply 
in real time when a conduct incident occurs at a 
meeting. Alternately, Councillors or Directors can raise 
a point of order in relation to the conduct.  

If policy levers are not sufficient to support responsible 
conduct and good governance, any Council or Board 
member can propose an agenda item for a future 
meeting to discuss adoption or amendment of the 
needed policy.  

Some examples that illustrate the range of policy levers 
that could be engaged are shown in the ‘Align Policies, 
Procedures and Practices’ section in the previous 
chapter. 

Council/Board Check-ins: Find Ways to 
Work More Effectively Together 
A Council or Board discussion – or check-in – about 
how to work together more effectively can provide a 
useful forum to identify and address areas of concern, 
including conduct, conflict, or collective ‘blind-spots’ 
that get in the way of effective discussion and decision-
making. This can help to build trusting relationships 
as well as identify policy or procedural changes to 
overcome systemic barriers, and/or learning topics that 
could support both the collective and its individual 
participants to become more effective.

When negative conflict or conduct issues are present, 
these check-ins can help to clear the air, de-escalate 
unproductive conflict, improve communication, and 
help the Council or Board refocus on improving working 
relationships and removing barriers to its effectiveness.  

“You might not be able to change 
behaviour, but you can change the 
local government’s practices and 
system framework around it.”
(A B.C. local government legal 
advisor)

Using a procedure bylaw that specifically 
addresses conduct expectations, in 
combination with handbooks like Robert’s 
Rules of Order, and Local Government Act 
and Community Charter provisions like the 
ability to expel someone acting improperly 
from a meeting, can be powerful tools to help 
contain conduct issues that arise during a 
meeting.  

Developing a checklist for the Council or 
Board to evaluate its own effectiveness can 
be a good starting point for a check-in 
discussion. See Chapter 6, Resources for some 
sample checklists that can be customized.

LEADING PRACTICE TIPS
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These discussions can be challenging to start if a 
Council or Board is facing significant stress. Consider 
initiating them early in the term when tensions aren’t 
high, and continue them on a regular basis after that. 

Alternatively, some of the discussion can be woven 
into other processes, such as those in the graphic. 
Successes from these early discussions will reinforce 
the benefit of open dialogue aimed at improving 
relationships, and may help to create a willingness to 
participate in future dedicated check-ins. 

Success of a dedicated check-in may depend on 
ensuring elected officials feel comfortable exploring 
their perspectives on barriers to their collective 
success without fear of reprisal, so that they can 
consider new approaches when current patterns of 
engaging with each other are not working.   

In addition to considering external professional 
facilitation, Councils and Boards may wish to consider 
undertaking these sessions in the absence of the 
public, which can help to facilitate the open, honest 
discussion that will be needed to explore these issues.5  

Chapter 2: Maintaining Good Governance

Council/Board 
discusses its 

own effectiveness 
and ways to work 

together

Strategic 
planning

CAO 
evaluation

Orientation

Skills 
development

Annual Report 
development

Code of 
Conduct 

development

Procedure 
bylaw update

5  If you are discussing these matters in the absence of the public, make sure you don’t also move towards making decisions, which you would need 
to do in an open meeting. See Chapter 6, Resources for useful resources from the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and the B.C. Ombudsperson.	
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CLICK HERE for links to resources referenced in this chapter.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
	› Is our Council or Board governing well? If we were to 
get a grade on that, what would it be? What’s getting 
in the way? Do we regularly have discussions about 
this? Have we made provision for regular check-ins 
and getting some outside help if we need it?  

	› What enhancements could be made to our policies 
or procedures to avoid conduct issues? Do we 
have specific issues that seem to be evolving that 
should be a priority (e.g., release of confidential 
information)? What can we put in place that would 
resolve these issues (e.g., does everyone understand 
their legal obligations, are there changes to our 
information-sharing practices that could help, and is 
this something the Council/Board should discuss in 
a check-in)?

	› What kinds of things are causing tension at the 
Council/Board table (e.g., whether something 
discussed in a closed meeting should have been in 
an open meeting; whether or not a member is in 
a conflict of interest in a particular matter; lack of 
respect because of such things as different political 
views, backgrounds, experience, age, gender 
identity or sexual orientation)? Would training 
and leadership development help? Is additional 
information needed, either generally or on a case-
by-case basis? Are there tips or tools that could be 
developed to support members? Is this something 
the Council/Board should discuss in a check-in? 

	› As an individual, self-awareness is key. Ask yourself: 
Am I part of the problem? Am I contributing to 
dysfunction or to good governance? Do I make 
assumptions about other Council or Board 
members without trying to understand their 
experiences or perspectives? What steps can I take 
to help the Board or Council work better together? 
What support do I need to do that? How can I help 
to ensure our conflict is productive?

“If local governments did less in 
closed meetings, there would be 
fewer conduct issues.”
(A B.C. local government legal 
advisor)

If you’re getting stuck finding ways to work better together, especially if interpersonal dynamics are 
regularly getting in the way of making decisions, an external professional might be able to help. 
The combination of professional expertise and independence from the organization provides an 
opportunity for these professionals to bring new perspectives to the table and suggest approaches 
that may not have been considered before.   

LEADING PRACTICE TIPS
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