Career Pathing in the NS Government 

Where else but the provincial government can you change your career without changing your pension plan or your parking space? 

That was how Margaret MacDonald, Assistant Deputy Minister with the Nova Scotia government’ Treasury and Policy Board, summed up the benefits of career pathing within one organization.  The provincial government has provided Margaret with the opportunity to try new assignments and make career changes that have challenged her over the years.  Margaret shared the lessons she has learned from a 20-year career in the public service as the guest speaker at the IPAC April 2005 professional development luncheon session.   

Career experts advise us that over our lifetime we will make 4-5 career changes.  By Margaret’s count, she is on her fifth career with government. 

A lawyer by profession, Margaret spent five years in private practice in a small town, before moving to Halifax and joining the provincial government.   And it was that move to the provincial government that has brought Margaret unique career milestones.  As a lawyer with the Department of Natural Resources, she did the legal work for property transfers.  

“On one day, 112,000 acres in 12 counties were purchased – the single largest land purchase in the province’s history in one fell swoop,” Margaret told the luncheon.  “One of the exciting parts of that project was to work with other people in other disciplines – surveyors, lawyers, real estate agents.” 

Natural Resources brought other challenging legal assignments including Endangered Species Legislation as well as the Wilderness Protection Act.  Government work also brought Margaret volunteer opportunities in the community.  She attended the Nova Scotia Nature Trust as a member, and came out as a member of the board.  That led to two and a half years as president of the organization.  “It was a wonderful opportunity to get out and meet Nova Scotians.” 

From Natural Resource, Margaret moved to Justice to serve as a team leader, then it was on to Finance, a move she referred to as a definite career change.   “The learning curve had no curve – it was straight up!” 

Her advice to people facing the same challenge in a new job: never underestimate the value of colleagues.   After 4-5 years at Finance, she looks at the time as enjoyable, where she gained a real comfort level in financial and money matters. 

That proved to be a good background for her current position at Treasury and Policy Board which is responsible for managing the Nova Scotia government’s business planning process.   Here, the new challenge she faces in managing people, a whole new world

“I realized that you shouldn’t limit yourself,” Margaret said, reflecting on her career changes through the years.  A career should be a continuous process of learning, and she said you should challenge yourself and take on responsibility for learning new things.  She notes that there is a lot of similarities between what lawyers do and what policy people do, and you learn to translate your skills to a new assignment.

 “There is a risk in doing something you haven’t done before, but great things can come from that.”

 From small town lawyer to an Assistant Deputy Minister, she certainly has proved that. 

