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The Canadian Parliamentary Budget Office  

 A legislative budget office accountable to the Canadian Parliament 

 Administratively housed within the Library of Parliament 

 CAD2.8 million annual budget with staff of 12-18 

 Mandate includes independent analysis into the: 

 National economy (≈USD1.825 trillion) 

 Estimates/appropriations (≈USD250 billion),  

 State of the nation’s finances (forecasting, budget, sustainability)  

 Costing of measures under the jurisdiction of Parliament (social programs 
to military procurement) 

 Supports four parliamentary committees (HoC Finance, HoC Public 
Accounts, Senate Finance, HoC Estimates)   

The Canadian PBO’s mandate is legislated via the 
Parliament of Canada Act 



Objectives of the presentation 

1. Defining the organizational context 

2. Strategies for Effective Communications 

3. Technology as an enabler 



CONTEXT 
Defining the environment in which an IFI communicates 



Context – the stakeholder universe 

Citizenry 

IFI’s Peers 

 Think Tanks and 
Academics 

Media 

Executive 
and/or 

Legislative  

IFI 



Context – the environment 

 Legislative and fiduciary 
obligations 

 High expectations from a 
complex stakeholder universe 

 Complicated institutional 
arrangements 

 Limited resources 

 A different language in politics 

 



Context - diversity of topics posed challenges… 

…so our strategy had to reflect this reality 



Context - the political environment 



Context – stakeholder expectations 

“Do you want to be useful or useless?” 
Deputy Chair  

House of Commons Standing Committee on Finance 



Context - the challenge 

 Legislative and fiduciary obligations 

 High expectations from a complex stakeholder universe 

 Complicated institutional arrangements 

 Limited resources 

 A different language in politics 

 



STRATEGY 
The Canadian PBO Case: balancing rigor and accessibility 



Strategy - reactive, proactive and predictive 

 Political space is a zero 
sum game in the short run 

 IFIs must compete to gain 
and hold political space 

 50% of the effort, on a 
given report, will be on the 
follow-up after publication 

 Reactive strategies can be 
dangerous  

An effective, and ultimately predictive communications 
strategy is tied to an intimate understanding of 
stakeholders. 



Strategy - the analytics 

 Through feedback and web analytics, we learned a great 
deal about how our reports were being read…and it was 
not what we had thought 

 

 

We needed to adjust our strategy 



Strategy - balance is key… 

Accessibility Rigor 

Sacrificing one for the other will not get you very far 



Strategy - how did we achieve balance 

1. Report approach and structure 

2. Know your client(s) 

3. Briefings – political, civil service, media and public 

4. Dissemination – television, print, radio, Internet 

5. On-going client training…important to changing language 

You will notice that writing the report is only one of the five 
dimensions of accessibility…but the key to all of them 



1. Report approach and structure – the response 

 The report had to appeal to multiple constituencies, 
including motivated partisan opponents 

 Over time, reports went to four components: 
 Executive summary 

 Main body of the report   

 Appendix  

 PBO website 

The drive to increase accessibility also helped to improve 
rigor and transparency 



2. Know your client(s) 

 When we first started in the Canadian PBO, a political staffer advised 
us that we had no more that ½ dozen clients in each political party 

 Working with political staff and parliamentary 
researchers/bureaucrats, along with broad consultation with MPs and 
Senators, we tried to identify the “target market” 

 Accessibility of the reports was initially focused on this group of early 
adopters 

 

 

 

It was hoped that the early adopters would serve as a launching 
point for identifying a larger constituency over time 



3. Briefings – Parliamentary, media and public 

 Following OECD principles for Independent Fiscal Institutions, PBO 
reports were published for simultaneous access via the PBO website 

 However, the first technical briefing provided on the report was done 
for parliamentarians in an in-camera session 

 A second briefing was done afterwards for the media, and on roughly 
the same model 

 Typically, the briefings were done using PowerPoint slides…a key tool   

…continued… 



3. Briefings – Parliamentary, media and public 

 Throughout the first day of report release, additional briefings were 
provided to parliamentarians and media 

 Additional parliamentary briefings could continue into the 
subsequent days and weeks based on the level of sustained interest 
on the particular report 

 Briefings were provided to the public, NGOs, lobbyists and pretty 
much anyone who paid taxes 

Briefings enabled greater understanding of the reports in 
addition to providing important feedback including critiques  



4. Dissemination – television, print, radio, Internet 

 The report publication was always considered to be only 50% of the 
task at hand 

 Government reaction to a report could occur through the media and 
the PBO response was often done in the same fashion 

 In some cases, parliamentarians would seek additional understanding 
as part of their own media activities 

 

…continued… 



4. Dissemination – television, print, radio, Internet 

 The PBO website had as 
many as 10,000 
registrants 

 The website served as 
important tool for 
transparency and 
dissemination 

 Updates/errata and 
clarifications to the 
report could be uploaded 
to the site 

 Many clients used the 
website to be alerted for 
new reports and to 
receive additional 
content related to the 
reports  



5. On-going client training 

 This is different from report briefing 

 Understanding and language must be addressed before reports are 
published 

 Training can be linked to committee processes and hearings 

 Political staff as well as parliamentarians need to be included in the 
process 

 On-line tools can be develops to leverage resources (e.g. PBO IMD) 

 Media can be part of the training process 

Briefings delivered outside of the sometimes harried context of a 
report-release can be more conducive to learning   



Measuring impact - levers 

 Headlines versus story 

 On-line versus print 

 Television versus print 

 Financial media versus political media versus national media 

 Evaluations – passive and active tools 

 

Evaluation of stakeholder perceptions can help an IFI 
understand impact and provide evidence to support 

sustainability 



Lessons learned 

 Writing accessible reports is difficult 

 Rigor cannot be sacrificed for accessibility 

 There are approaches, both short and long-term in nature, to improve 
accessibility and understanding 

 The approaches are about editorial process and dissemination but 
anchored in the organizational mandate and the needs of 
stakeholders 

 Change is difficult – ultimately, accessibility of reports is tied to 
changing the language of your stakeholders…a process that can take 
years if not decades 

…but striking the right balance means helping 
stakeholders to do their jobs without sacrificing quality, 

independence and objectivity 



Revisiting strategy – reactive versus proactive 

 Impact is about an IFI providing a richer planning environment for 
stakeholders…not about being right or wrong 

 This expectation must be proactively set in the minds of stakeholders 
in the foundational stages of an IFI 

Sustainability of an IFI may be tied closely with the 
effectiveness of its communications strategy 



TECHNOLOGY 
Enablers for Leverage -  more than a website 



Technology Enablers 

 Web (web-centric, models, data set, data visualization) 

 Software tools (IMD, Ready Reckoner, Budget Simulator) 

 PowerPoint  

 Webinars 

 Alerting 

 IFI Portal (Capacity and Leverage) 



Content Management App and Expenditure 
Database 



Budget Simulator and Tax Rules of Thumb 



IFI Portal 



Thank-you 

Jean-Luc Pepin Research Chair  
University of Ottawa, Canada 
Faculty of Social Sciences 
+1 613 562 5800 x7176 
www.jlp.uottawa.ca 

sahir.khan@uottawa.ca 



EXTRA SLIDES 
Data from UK OBR Review 



Jean-Luc Pépin Chair on Canadian Government 
Kevin Page 
Sahir Khan 

About us 

 The objective of the Jean-Luc Pepin Research Chair is to: 

 Produce research in Canadian and international public finance 

 Support parliamentary institution-building in Canada and abroad 
through leading multilateral organizations such as the World 
Bank, OECD, IMF, among others 

 Provide advisory services to governments, parliaments and non- 
governmental organizations on budgeting, fiscal analysis, 
transparency and governance 

 To develop a Centre for Fiscal Studies & Public Finance at the 
University of Ottawa  



Sahir Khan 

 Visiting Senior Fellow (University of Ottawa, Canada) 

 Assistant Parliamentary Budget Officer (PBO, Canada) 

 Advisor to the Prime Minister and Clerk of the Privy Council on 
budgetary matters (Privy Council Office, Canada) 

 Managing Director, corporate restructuring RKG Osnos/Deloitte (New 
York) 

 B.Comm (Queen’s University at Kingston), MBA (Columbia Business 
School, New York) 



Media citations - seasonal and tied to reports 

 Insert Factiva chart 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/external-

review-of-the-office-for-budget-responsibility 



Perceptions – media is most suspicious 



Media found the reports the least understandable 


