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Introduction
Recreation programs and services have been a component of most municipal units in Nova
Scotia for many years. However, their forms and functions have varied considerably, with the
departments and staff offering many types of opportunities. These have included direct program
delivery, community development (particularly supporting the development and ongoing
operations of community organizations), parks and environmental stewardship, facility
development and management, physical activity spaces, programs and advocacy, special events,
funding programs, inclusion services, and others. Since 1991, and the production of the original
Catalogue of the Benefits of Recreation, and later and ongoing work in sharing research related
to the benefits, the field has had more solid evidence to promote the importance of its role in
community.
Physical activity has been addressed in the provincial department responsible for recreation,
since its inception. Addressing physical activity at the population level, has gained prominence
within government and communities, as a result of mounting research which demonstrates
associated social, health, economic, environmental and community benefits. In 2006, the
Municipal Physical Activity Leadership (MPAL) program was developed by government - a
cost-shared partnership between municipalities and the provincial government. The
municipality(ies) (or aboriginal community) hire a staff person, who is responsible for the
development, implementation and evaluation of a comprehensive physical activity strategy. The
strategy's aim is to raise awareness and increase participation in structured and unstructured
physical activity at the municipal/reserve level.
There are also trends impacting Nova Scotia municipalities. These include decline in population,
little economic growth, and financial issues. Because of these concerns, communities have or
are considering the sharing of services, restructuring their delivery of programs and services,
and/or in some cases, amalgamating with other municipal units.
Pathways to Wellbeing: A National Framework for Recreation (2014), adopted in Nova Scotia,
redefined recreation as: “The experience that results from freely-chosen participation in
physical, social, intellectual, creative and spiritual pursuits that enhance individual and
community wellbeing.” The Framework also identified a number of challenges facing recreation,
including changes in demographics, urbanization and threats to the natural environment, health
challenges, the increase of economic inequities, rapid social changes, and deficits in
infrastructure with many towns and municipalities. Recreation Nova Scotia and the Government
of Nova Scotia partnered to develop a strategy that identified priority actions based on the goals
of the Framework. The Framework’s vision, values and goals and Nova Scotia’s strategies are
strong foundational pieces for looking to the future in the changing municipal situation in Nova
Scotia and recreation’s place in these new units.
This report describes the findings from a series of interviews with representatives of municipal
units that have gone through a major transition. The interviews were conducted by Horizons
Community Development Associates (www.horizonscda.ca) between August and September
2016.
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The process was guided by the Communities in Transition Committee, which was composed of
representatives from Recreation Nova Scotia and the Communities, Sport and Recreation
Division of the Nova Scotia Department of Communities, Culture and Heritage.
The report describes the interview process and presents and discusses the survey findings, which
are organized around the interview questions and a discussion of the findings. The report
concludes with recommendations for the Communities in Transition Committee to consider for
providing supports for municipal units going through transition.
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Scope and Methodology
Scope
Recreation Nova Scotia, on behalf of the Communities in Transition Committee (the
Committee), contracted Horizons Community Development Associates Inc. (Horizons) to collect
information from key stakeholders: representatives from municipal units that had undergone
some form of major transition or status change in the past five years. Key informants were asked
to share their experience and advice regarding:










The transition their municipal unit went through, their role in the process, and their hopes
and concerns for recreation and physical activity;
The impact of the transition process;
Identification of people, tools, resources and supports which were helpful to them during
the transition process;
Identification of people, tools, resources and supports which would have been helpful to
them during the transition process;
A description of what recreation and physical activity programs and services now look
like;
Lessons learned;
Advice for others going through a similar transition;
Whether the transition was positive or negative for recreation and physical activity; and
Any unintended outcomes from the process.

The information gathered is intended to deepen the Communities in Transition Committee’s
understanding about municipal units going through transitions that impact recreation service
delivery and physical activity plans, and to provide useful recommendations for developing
resources and supports for assisting recreation services through these transitions.

Methodology
Nine recreation practitioners working in municipalities from across Nova Scotia that went
through administrative/governance transition that impacted recreation service delivery within the
past five years, and who remained employed after the transition, were invited to participate in the
interview process. They were first approached by a member of the Communities in Transition
Committee, who provided background and context about the process, and then approached
directly by Horizons. Potential participants received a copy of the interview questions ahead of
time to help them decide whether to participate, and to help them prepare. Eight (88.9%) agreed
to participate. Within a day of their interviews (which were conducted by telephone), they
received a summary of their responses (via email) for their feedback and approval.
The practitioners who participated represented municipal units that had amalgamated two
previously autonomous municipalities, had gone through an organizational review
(encompassing all municipal services), or had experienced a review and reorganization of the
recreation programs and services.
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The key informant interview protocol is attached in Appendix A.

Data Analysis
Data were entered and coded as interviews were completed and participants approved their
interview summaries. The data were analyzed manually using an ‘identification of emergent
themes’ approach. Using this process, the qualitative results (once they were synthesized) were
scanned for key themes – those identified by multiple participants.

Methodological Limitations
The following limitations to this research must be considered when reviewing the report:
1. A criterion of this project was to interview practitioners that continued to be employed
with a municipal unit following transition. The report, therefore, does not reflect the
views of practitioners who may have not remained with the recreation
department/service.
2. Although physical activity was identified separately from recreation in a number of the
interview questions, most interviewees discussed physical activity within the context of
recreation, not necessarily identifying distinct discussion points.
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Findings
The findings are grouped into nine sections, which are organized around the interview questions,
as follows:










Section I – Description of Transition
Section II – Impact of the Transition Process
Section III – Resources and Supports that Helped
Section IV – Resources and Supports that would have been Helpful
Section V – Delivery of Recreation and Physical Activity Programs and Services
Today
Section VI – Lessons Learned
Section VII – Advice for Others
Section VII – Overall Assessment of the Transition
Section IX – Unintended Outcomes

Section I – Description of Transition
To start the interview process, participants were asked to describe the transition that their
municipal unit had gone through. Participants’ descriptions ranged from the step-by-step process
their unit or department went through to reach the status they currently have, to processes that
they described, offering little or no input on their part.
As described above, interview participants were drawn from municipal units that had
amalgamated or had gone through an organizational review (encompassing all municipal
services), or a review of the recreation programs and services carried out either internally or by
external consultants. Participants (62.5%) reported that recreation had been maintained as a
department and have had additional responsibilities or services added to the work of their
department. Other participants (37.5%) identified that recreation programs and services,
previously stand-alone departments, had been combined with other services offered by the
municipal unit. In some cases, participants (37.5%) reported that their departments’ staff had
increased because of bringing together of staff from previously separate municipal units or the
hiring of new staff. A reduction of staff was identified in one interview.
Role in Transition
Interview participants had a range of experiences and roles in the transition process. Half of
interview participants (50.0%) provided support for the process, with their administrators and
Councils, by championing recreation and physical activity; providing needed information on
services, infrastructure, policy, and community needs; and transiting staff and aligning positions
and job descriptions. In some situations, participants (25.0%) had taken a leadership role in the
transition, while in other municipalities, interview participants (25.0%) identified that the
transition was carried out without their involvement and little to no communication. Those who
had no involvement stated that this caused stress for their staff and themselves.

Communities in Transition: Report on Key Informant Interviews

5

Concerns for Recreation and Physical Activity
Interview participants were asked to identify any concerns they had for recreation and physical
activity through the process of transition. The majority (62.5%) expressed concern about their
capacity – human, infrastructure and/or fiscal – to offer services in the new structure, particularly
in light of community expectations. They noted that these expectations may be based on
previous service levels offered through a municipality or community organization, new demands
for programs or services, or the success of a new partnership model. In other cases (25.0%),
participants’ concerns reflected their ability to run newly acquired facilities and ensuring
professional, safe and friendly service.
A quarter of the interview participants (25.0%) also identified their concern about recreation no
longer having a direct link with the Municipal Council, or even a part of a new organizational
structure. They also identified their concern that the value of recreation is being lost and is not
part of overall strategic municipal planning and policy development.
Other concerns expressed by individual interview participants included:




A narrow view of physical activity and active living (lack of forward thinking) by the
community;
A need to consider and reach the diverse groups within the community’s population,
particularly in light of the national recreation framework and provincial strategy; and
The dependence on grant programs and meeting their criteria (e.g. MPAL) and whether
the funding’s purpose is aligned with a community’s needs.

Hopes for Recreation and Physical Activity
Interview participants were asked to identify any hopes they had for recreation and physical
activity through the process of transition. One quarter (25.0%) said they had hopes for the model
of service delivery, including a new model based on redefined services, a staff person focused
delivery of physical activity services, and a foundation for services through the development of
plans (e.g. parks). Other interview participants (25.0%) tied their hopes to enhanced benefits for
the community through enhanced and increased opportunities and facilities.
Another quarter (25.0%) of participants had hopes for a higher profile and support from their
Municipal Council and administration. New municipal and recreation specific policies, which
had not previously been in place, were also identified as hopeful outcomes (25.0%).
Other hopes expressed by individual interview participants included:



Improved communication and collaboration among departments within the municipal
unit ;
The integration of recreation into a broader vision of community development and
community building; and
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The hope of simply getting through the transition and showing the community that the
new municipal unit/recreation service wants to support them and provide opportunities
for them.

Section II - Impact of the Transition Process
Interview participants were asked to identify the impact of the transition process from a number
of perspectives. They discussed the impact of the process in relation to their community, for
recreation, for physical activity and for themselves.
For the Community
Most interview participants (62.5%) identified that their communities were worried about and
had had concerns about the transition process; their concerns include loss of municipal positions,
changes or reduction of programs, and/or concern for existing facilities. They reported after the
transition, however, that the process had been seamless, had created new partnerships to offer
programs, and that there is now accountability, continuity and a promise of consistent, fair
treatment.
A participant (12.5%) identified that it may seem that there is no change for the community, but
over time there may be impacts related to budget and funding opportunities and planning. In
some cases, it is too early to determine whether the transition was a good idea.
For Recreation
Most participants (75.0%) identified that recreation (and physical activity) programs and services
had been maintained or increased and offered through the municipality or through community
organizations. A few (25.0%) identified there is or will be an increased level of service because
of the addition of new positions and/or new (or improved) infrastructure.
A broader concern regarding recreation was expressed by a few interview participants (25.0%).
They identified that the Communities, Sport and Recreation Division of the Nova Scotia
Department of Communities, Culture and Heritage needs to determine what role it plays in
supporting recreation departments in municipal units with limited funding and expertise.
Concern regarding the high level of obligation and structure required by the Division as
burdensome for recreation services/municipal units was identified. Concern was also expressed
regarding the lack of regional planning for recreation, as it relates to facility development and
working cooperatively.
For Physical Activity
Some interview participants (37.5%) reported that physical activity programs and services have
been maintained, and that a number of plans (e.g. open space, trails, etc.) are in place. They
identified that resources are being directed to the creation of opportunities and infrastructure, and
implementation of physical activity related plans.
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Personal Impact
When asked what the impact of the transition process had on them personally, interview
participants offered a range of responses. A few (25.0%) reported that the process was stressful
because of the amount of work involved, the unknown outcomes, or new unexpected areas added
to their departments. In one situation, the interview participant reported that for the first time in
their career, their passion was gone because of the experience.
Other participants (25.0%) identified that the experience was a positive one, and that either they
were enjoying change or seeing that the process was going well. A few participants (25.0%)
described their role as an opportunity to work with great staff, support them in their work and
work together to improve recreation’s relationship with Municipal Council.

Section III - Resources and Supports that Helped
Interview participants identified a number of people, tools, resources, and supports that helped
them during the transition process, drawing on examples provided as part of the interview
process and additional supports they accessed.
Supports from Colleagues
Most interview participants (75.0%) identified that they, and in some cases, their Recreation
Committees, met with the Regional Representative of the Communities, Sport and Recreation
Division of the Nova Scotia Department of Communities, Culture and Heritage. For the most
part, this was a support to the municipal staff. The Regional Representatives offered a variety of
supports including:





Acting as a sounding board;
Sharing context and their knowledge about a community;
Commitment for continuation of position funding; and
Sharing their knowledge about types of organizational reviews.

A caution was identified that Regional staff may bring their own biases regarding the structure of
a recreation department, which if different than the chosen approach or structure, may affect
support provided.
Some interview participants (37.5%) reported that they spoke with recreation colleagues within
the province, either seeking out their input because of their past experiences, or as part of
ongoing dialogue. One participant identified drawing on colleagues in other jurisdictions.
Some interview participants (37.5%) drew on their own skills and experience, working through
the transition with their colleagues within the municipal units, identifying the formal and
informal support of other staff in management and leadership.
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Best Practices and Research
Some participants (37.5%) said that there were no best practices to access to help them through
the transition. However, one participant identified the national Framework and provincial
strategy as a guide: “…if you buy into the national and provincial framework, you need to buy
into the change to make it happen.” Participants (37.5%) reported that they read and researched
topics, including the psychology of change, managing transitions, human resource management,
and partnering with other service providers. Ensuring they had information about their own
municipal unit’s transition was also identified as helpful.
Communication
Some interview participants (37.5%) reported that communication with the community was very
important to them. They identified participating in community information sessions or
consultations, open houses, and gathering feedback from the community and existing community
organizations as being helpful in gauging community opinion and concerns, and identifying
some recreation needs. Internal communication and information sessions were also identified by
an interview participant as helpful for staying informed about the transition process taking place.
Other Jurisdictions
Some interview participants (37.5%) discussed whether other jurisdictions, (other Nova Scotia
municipalities) were helpful for the transition process. They identified that past transitions, like
Halifax Regional Municipality, were too different from their own experiences to be helpful.
Others discussed consulting with a nearby municipal unit for advice or looking at realigned
structures in other Nova Scotia municipalities as potential models for programs and services in
their own communities.
Other Helpful Supports
Participants also identified the following supports as helpful for the transition process:







Drawing on their own experiences in change management or on an external consultant to
assist in the transition process (e.g. managing change, job description development,
working with unions) (25.0%);
A knowledgeable CAO, with vision and experience in transition (25.0%);
Websites, including the Nova Scotia Utility and Review Board, for required transition
documents, and Recreation Nova Scotia and the Canadian Parks and Recreation
Association, for framework and strategy information (25.0%); and
Using project management and communication plans (12.5%).
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Section IV - Resources and Supports that would be Helpful
Interview participants identified a number of people, tools, resources, and supports that would
have been helpful to them during the transition process, again drawing on examples provided as
part of the interview process and on their own experiences.
Communication about the Transition
Participants (62.5%) said that some form of communication, both internal and from external
sources, would have been helpful, for example:






Opportunities to hear others’ stories, including helpful tips and pitfalls;
Good internal communication (i.e. open, timely, and regular);
Use of a designated communication specialist to manage communication. They
suggested that there is a lack of understanding of marketing and communication
internally and with the community, and sharing the value and importance of recreation;
and
Because of the delineation between management and programming, having information
that is geared to strategic management (rather than operational or programming).

Research on Transition Processes
Half of interview participants (50.0%) identified that some form of research would have been
helpful, including the report from these interviews and cases studies offering examples of
transitions. Having access to the national perspective and broader information and using the One
Nova Scotia report (with Municipal Council) as a tool to promote the value of recreation, and its
role as a driver for people coming to a community, were also identified. Having the opportunity
to use consultants to carry out some aspects of the transition, particularly best practice research,
would have been helpful.
Supports from Colleagues
Half of the interview participants (50.0%) discussed people supports that would have been
helpful, including Regional Representative or other staff working for the Communities, Sport
and Recreation Division of the Nova Scotia Department of Communities, Culture and Heritage
(37.5%); Recreation Directors or managers in similar situations (37.5%); and Recreation Nova
Scotia staff (37.5%). This support could be in the form of offering of advice and acting as a
sounding board, providing information on change management, or providing community context.
One quarter of participants (25.0%) identified that having a network of people who have
experienced transition and access to human resources would be valuable for support, and for
asking questions.
A quarter (25.0%) also identified that there is a difference between a transition taking place
internally (and worked on collaboratively by staff) and one being led by external consultants,
when staff has little input. They also identified that every community is different and in some
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cases, the process/decisions being made are confidential, making it difficult to discuss with
others outside the municipal unit.
An interview participant identified that skilled leadership within the municipal unit to manage
the change and assisting staff would have been helpful. Another identified the importance of
having and maintaining a strong relationship with Municipal Council.
Training
Some interview participants (37.5%) identified that training would have been helpful for making
the transition, in the general sense, of having workshops about transition at the RNS conference,
to more specific, ongoing skill development in the areas of managing human resources through
change and transition, as well as in time management.
Time Limitations
Interview participants (25.0%) discussed time from two perspectives – the realization that the
process takes a significant amount of time, creating more work for staff that is not necessarily
compensated; and also that because of the time consuming nature of transition, there wasn’t time
to access supports.

Section V- Delivery of Recreation and Physical Activity Programs and Services
Today
Interview participants were asked to describe what the delivery of recreation and physical
activity programs and services looks like since the transition in their municipality, and whether
there is a difference. Most participants (87.5%) identified that programs and services are still
available (and as described above, in some cases there has been an increase in services). A few
(25.0%) stated that there may be changes (e.g., internally, change in delivery agency), but that
the community continues to have a full range of recreation and physical activity opportunities.
Some participants (37.5%) identified that staff have been maintained; particularly noting the
MPAL position had been maintained following amalgamation. A few participants (25.0%)
reported new employees had been (or would be) hired since the transition. One caution
identified was the provincial policy regarding community status change and the funding of
MPAL positions. An interview participant identified that the new policy runs counter to
dissolution/amalgamation documents which have stated that funding levels would be maintained
until the end of the previously signed MPAL funding agreement. This was seen to be an
impediment for future municipal restructuring.
Interview participants (37.5%) identified that there had been a change in focus for their
Departments, where a specific component of direct programming has been taken on by another
organization. An interview participant reported that the transition will allow the Department to
engage with the community more meaningfully. Another reported that their Department is
stronger and has increased capacity and ability to respond to the community due to the transition.
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One participant identified that there is a stronger relationship with Municipal Council, while
another participant reported that relationship with Municipal Council was now gone.
Some interview participants (37.5%) expressed concerns regarding the community, from two
perspectives: the first is that community may now have greater expectations of programs and
services based on the newly structured municipal unit, which may decrease volunteer-driven
initiatives. In contrast, other participants stated that community groups are now expected to plan
and implement sport and activity programs previously undertaken by a municipality, and may
not have the human resources and capacity to implement them.
A few interview participants (25.0%) reported that new strategies (e.g. physical activity, active
transportation) and infrastructure are in process or now in place. These plans will lead to long
term planning for and funding of (by Municipal Councils) physical activity infrastructure, in
particular.

Section VI - Lessons Learned
Interview participants were asked to share the lessons they had learned from the transition
process. Half of participants (50.0%) identified the importance of communication and sharing
information as a lesson. A related lesson learned, identified by a few participants (25.0%), was
the importance of staying engaged with the community. It was also important to understand that
a community’s interests may not align with the priorities of the provincial government, which
may impact moving through transition. They identified communication within the municipal
unit and with the community as key. Participants (25.0%) reflected that being sensitive,
respectful and open-minded with staff and the community are important.
Some interview participants (37.5%) reported that being able to see the big picture – for example
being able to consider the community’s needs and the impact of the aging demographic - as a
lesson they had learned. An interview participant questioned how best to share knowledge and
experience that exists within the recreation field, as the profession moves forward.
A few participants (25.0%) said that change can be positive and provides an opportunity to break
away from doing things the same way they have always been done.
Other lessons learned by individual participants included:









Do your own research and don’t accept all studies, carried out by external organizations,
at face value;
Be patient and provide the best quality services realizing a transition may be a blow to a
community;
Keep approaches to delivery of services fresh;
Remember the people in community that don’t speak up for themselves;
There is significant work to be done for regional collaboration;
To get the job done, practitioners have to be able to work within the political priorities;
There are many new strategies/policies to follow, which is good for the municipal units;
The transition can add new unexpected functions can been added to departments; and

Communities in Transition: Report on Key Informant Interviews

12



The process is very time consuming and is ongoing. The regular duties still have to be
completed.

Section VII - Advice for Others
Interview participants offered a number of pieces of advice to others going through transition,
including:



















Access as much information as possible about the transition itself (e.g. what are the
impetus, what is the process) and the community’s/(ies’) involvement, and
relationships/arrangements in place between organizations and the municipal unit
(25.0%).
Communicate with and meet with the community, set and share realistic expectations for
service delivery, and be sensitive to community sentiment. Support and listen to those in
the community advocating for recreation (though perhaps not the recreation department
itself) – it will help Municipal Council see the value of recreation (25.0%).
Be positive and open-minded; don’t take negativity personally (25.0%).
Plan ahead, if at all possible, beyond the five-year transition framework in terms of
infrastructure, funding, and demographics; negotiate a continuance of the MPAL
agreement; and consider undertaking adequately resourced overall masterplans, drawing
on strong level of support from Council (25.0%).
Talk about recreation as a fundamental and essential service, realizing it looks different in
each community. Consider recreation and physical activity infrastructure as indicators
businesses consider when determining where their business and staff will live, work and
play (12.5%).
Consider the big picture. Look at funding agreements, infrastructure, collaboration,
inclusion and what organization can best offer a program or service (12.5%).
Work collaboratively with other departments within the municipal unit (12.5%).
Show a willingness to be involved in the amalgamation process – attend open houses and
meetings (12.5%).
Don’t have too high expectations (12.5%).
Contact others who have been through the process (12.5%).
Consider the differences in compensation between municipal units (12.5%).
Recreation doesn’t have to be what the municipal unit does, but it can be what the
community does. Lack of fiscal resources may come into play for municipal units
because of the cost of facilities (12.5%).
Recognize that the transition process takes time – take the time needed (12.5%).

Section VIII - Overall Assessment of the Transition
Interview participants were asked whether, in hindsight, the transition was positive or negative
for recreation and physical activity in their community.
Most (75.0%) reported that the transition had been positive, referencing the maintenance of
programs and services, moving the community in the right direction, establishing a base from
which to build, and reinforcing the importance of recreation and physical activity with Municipal
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Council. Caution was expressed, however, regarding what will happen following the five-year
amalgamation transition, and less provincial assistance, at that time. One interview participant
identified that though programs and services in the community still existed and no staff were
lost, the impact has been negative because of the loss of relationship with Municipal Council and
of having a role in strategic planning.
Some interview participants (37.5%) said that time was still needed to answer the question of
whether the transition had been positive or negative, and noted that there are elements still to be
put in place.
As a follow-up, interview participants were asked to identify the results of the change. They
identified:





Improved facilities and infrastructure (25.0%);
Increased capacity to offer programs and services through additional staff (25.0%);
Increased programs (12.5%); and
The ability to leverage municipal resources to apply for funding, where recreation had
previously not been seen as a priority (12.5%).

Other participants reported:








The community had seen little change in service (12.5%);
There have been cost savings (12.5%);
Policy, previously not addressed, is now on the agenda (12.5%);
Recreation services no longer have direct access to Municipal Council (12.5%);
Community has a more difficult route to bring recreation issues forward (12.5%);
A lack of staff meetings had led to a lack of collaboration within the municipal unit
(12.5%); and
Evaluation will be needed in the next few years to determine whether the transition has
accomplished its goals.

Section IX - Unintended Outcomes
Interview participants were asked whether there were any unintended outcomes, either positive
or negative, of their municipal unit’s transition process. All interview participants identified
unintended outcomes.
Some participants (37.5%) raised concerns about unintended outcomes on their relationships
with volunteers and community groups, including:




Volunteer spirit and initiative may be effected negatively, based on expectations that a
new municipal structure would take on projects previously carried out by volunteers;
Levels of service are being compared generally, between communities within the
municipal structure, and questions arising when levels are different; and
There is lingering negativity from citizens regarding the transition in general or change in
specific programs and/or their role in the offering of programs and services.
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Some participants (37.5%) identified they are seeing new or strengthened relationships, and
being part of community meetings allowed them to learn more about people and how those
people want to recreate.
A few participants (25.0%) reported that there had been more change than they expected, in
terms of overall organizational structure or for recreation and a related department.
Other unintended outcomes noted by individual interview participants included:








Although the process itself was unexpected, it has led to more of a focus on policy and
human resources by municipal leadership;
The relationship between neighbouring municipalities has been affected negatively
because of concern for their own futures;
A citizen-led group is advocating for additional amalgamations and making it a municipal
election issue;
Staffing still needs to be sorted;
Negotiation with union staff went much better with the new unit;
Municipal events have become multi-departments, building synergies and incorporating
community building and active living to achieve multiple purposes; and
Services are delivered at a higher level of professionalism.
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Discussion
The purpose of this research has been to collect information from key stakeholders
(representatives from municipal units that went through some form of major transition or status
change in the past five years). The information is intended to deepen the Communities in
Transition Committee’s understanding about municipal units going through transitions that
impact recreation service delivery and physical activity plans, and to provide useful
recommendations for developing resources and supports for assisting recreation services through
these transitions.
Overall, the transitions have been positive for most communities and municipal structures. Some
of the benefits include maintenance of or an increase in programs, services and staff, and new
partnerships with community organizations. Recreation departments were maintained, had
additional responsibilities added to them (e.g. programming, parks), and/or were combined with
other municipal services to form new municipal departments. In some cases however,
departments/services lost all or some of their direct programming.
Some of the concerns identified and challenges experienced were a lack of involvement in or
communication about the transition process itself. These concerns are linked to transitions
undertaken by external resources directed by Municipal Councils. The process can be stressful
for staff and the amount of time required to carry out the work of transition (when recreation
practitioners are involved in the process) is extensive.
Recreation practitioners drew on their colleagues within the Communities, Sport and Recreation
Division of the Nova Scotia Department of Communities, Culture and Heritage, particularly the
Regional Representatives, and for some, their recreation colleagues in other municipal units, or
the other managers or leaders within their municipal units, for support through the transition
process.
Interview participants emphasized the importance of communication throughout a transition
process. Ensuring the community is aware of changes in or maintenance of programs and
services are key to alleviating communities’ concerns. Internal communication is also critical,
between Municipal Councils and managers/staff, as well as between managers and staff, to
ensure that everyone within the structure is aware of changes, understands the process, and
understands expectations about their involvement.
Having access to examples of change and tools and resources related to change management and
human resource management, as well as skill development opportunities in these focus areas
would be helpful in supporting future transition initiatives. Ongoing skilled support/advice from
colleagues would also be helpful in future.
Recreation and physical activity programs and services continue to be delivered in municipal
units that have experienced transitions. In some cases, there has been a loss of a direct
connection to Municipal Councils, and in others, this relationship has been enhanced.
Continuing to communicate about the research-based benefits and reach of recreation (and
physical activity) with Municipal Councils is important in creating healthy, sustainable
communities.
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Considerations
Based on the results of this research, Horizons respectfully suggests that the Communities in
Transition Committee consider the following recommendations for providing supports and
resources for recreation practitioners and municipal units undergoing some form of transition:
1.

Using the National Framework’s fifth goal, Recreation Capacity: To ensure the continued
growth and sustainability of the recreation field and this province’s Shared Strategy for
Advancing Recreation in Nova Scotia (2015), create or coordinate the following training or
skill development opportunities for recreation practitioners (and their managers, if
applicable), in the following areas:





Human resource management, with an emphasis on managing staff through change;
Change management;
Time management; and
Communication planning and management.

These opportunities should be considered ongoing or longer term (rather than a short
workshop in a conference setting), providing time for participants to learn skills, return to
their communities and practice them, and return to reflect on and continue to build their
skills. The recently developed Canadian Parks/Recreation Association Professional
Development Certification’s modules may also be a platform for some of this skill
development, in particular, the Organizational Management core competencies.
2.

Although the benefits of recreation initiative have been in existence for many years, there is
still a need to ‘share the good news’. A strategy particularly focused on the broad range of
services offered through municipal recreation and the diversity of lives the services touch
would be important. This may help municipal units reflect on the domino effect that may
result in whole scale changes to a department.

3. The Division’s Regional Representatives are generally seen as helpful. Continue to offer
support to municipal units as they move toward the model they have selected.
4. Consider building the skills of members of the Division’s Regional Services or central office
staff around change management, human resource management, time management and
communication planning and management to offer further supports to municipal units and
recreation practitioners.
5. Drawing on this report to inform the content, develop an easily accessible Toolkit for
Transition for municipal units, focused on recreation and physical activity. The Toolkit
could include:



Community case studies;
Best practice research and resources, including key websites, journals related to
change management, human resources management (with an emphasis of supporting
staff through change);
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Tools for effective change management, human resources management;
Role of recreation staff (municipal and provincial) in municipal restructuring and
associated studies (e.g., infrastructure, social impact, human resources, planning and
bylaws);
Models of service delivery; and
Supports offered by Recreation Nova Scotia and the Communities, Sport and
Recreation Division of the Nova Scotia Department of Communities, Culture and
Heritage.

6. Provide opportunities for recreation practitioners and managers to network and learn from
each other’s experiences. Consideration should also be given to supporting/providing
opportunities for those in management roles (department heads) to discuss strategically
important issues (versus programming) for their regions, collaborative initiatives and
planning.
7. Because of the ongoing discussions regarding the changing status and structure of municipal
units, consider the role of the Division in supporting regional collaboration, including
planning for infrastructure.
8. To ensure that the Municipal Physical Activity Leadership program is able to achieve its
goals and support and enhance physical activity at a community level, the Communities,
Sport and Recreation Division should review the principle set out in the 2015 MPAL
Community Status Change Policy, which states that existing MPAL contracts will only be
honoured for “up to one year after community status changes”.
9. Encourage the Nova Scotia Department of Municipal Affairs and the Union of Nova Scotia
Municipalities to have municipal staff involved in any organizational review in meaningful
ways. Consider the use of external consultants strategically rather than charging them with
overall development and implementation of organizational change. Emphasize the
importance of ongoing communication between municipal leaders (elected and management)
with staff.
10. Share the results of this report strategically to inform future amalgamations and/or
organizational reviews with municipalities via the UNSM, the Nova Scotia Department of
Municipal Affairs, and municipal recreation practitioners through meetings, conferences
and/or other knowledge exchange activities.

Communities in Transition: Report on Key Informant Interviews

18

Appendix A: Key Informant Interview Guide
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Preamble
As you know, the Communities in Transition Committee (with representation from Recreation
Nova Scotia and the Communities, Sport and Recreation division of NS Dept. of Communities,
Culture and Heritage) is conducting research. The purpose of the research is to collect
information in order to gain insight and provide direction into the development of resources
and supports for municipal units going through a status change and/or transition that impacts
recreation service delivery and physical activity plans. Our company, Horizons Community
Development Associates, is contracted to conduct interviews with representatives from
municipal units that have gone through transition in the last five years.
As you know from your conversation with _____________, your participation is voluntary. If
you choose to participate, your comments will be combined with the comments from other
interview participants, and all names and explicit identifiers will be removed. Also, the
Committee will only know who they asked to participate in the research and will not be told
who did or did not participate in an interview. Although we may select quotes from interviews
to highlight themes that emerge from the interviews, quotes won't enable identification.
You don’t have to be able to answer every question. If there is a question that doesn’t apply to
you, don’t have enough information to answer, or you do not wish to answer for any reason,
we can simply skip it. You can withdraw at any point if you wish. If you decide to withdraw, we
will destroy any interview notes from our discussion.
Your input is very important, and will inform how the Committee goes forward from here to
determine appropriate supports for municipal units going through transition. The information
Horizons collects will be combined into a report that will be shared with Recreation Nova Scotia
and the Department of Communities, Culture and Heritage.
I will be taking notes during the interview and will email you a summary of the interview
tomorrow, so you can look it over and make sure I’ve captured your perspective accurately.
You will also receive a draft version of the report to ensure that you’re comfortable with how
your perspective has been reflected. The Committee will also share the final report with you.
Do you have any questions before we start?
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Communities in Transition – Participants’ Interview Guide
1. Would you please describe the major transition your municipal unit went through?
2. What was your role, if any, in the transition?
3. What were your concerns for recreation and physical activity? What were your hopes?
4. How would you describe the impact of the transition process overall? For the community?
For recreation? For physical activity? For you?
5. What people, tools, resources, supports helped you during this process?
Please consider the following in your response:
 best practices
 regional office staff, provincial office staff, Recreation Nova Scotia, committees,
other recreation directors
 change management resource
 project management plan
 communication, information sessions, workshops
 time
 contact with other jurisdictions
 websites
6. What people, tools, resources, supports would have been helpful to you during this
process?
Please consider the following in your response:
 best practices
 regional office staff, provincial office staff, Recreation Nova Scotia, committees,
other recreation directors
 change management resource
 project management plan
 communication, information sessions, workshops
 time
 contact with other jurisdictions
 websites
7. What does the delivery of recreation programs and services look like today in your
community? Physical activity programs and services? How is it different than before the
transition?
8. What are your lessons learned?
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9. Based on your experience, what advice would you give to others going through a similar
transition?
10. In hindsight, overall, was the transition a positive or negative for recreation and physical
activity in your community?
11. What have been the results of the change and how do you know?
12. Are there any (positive or negative) unintended outcomes of the transition you and your
municipal unit underwent? If so, what were they? (examples: change in contact with the
public, impact on the volunteer community, partnerships, reporting structure)
13. Do you have any other comments?
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