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Appearing Before Parliamentary Committee 

Overview: 

At committee, departmental officials may give explanation in response to questions 
having to do with complex policy matters, but they do not defend policy or 
engage in debate as to policy alternatives. Officials must understand and respect 
their obligation as public servants not to disclose classified information or other 
confidences of the Government to those not authorized to receive them. 

General Tips: 

 Get input from the Clerk of 
Committee 

 Research Members and Alternates 

 Check to determine attendance 

 Review earlier proceedings 

 Make copies of briefing notes/ 
hand-outs, and send in advance – 
in English and French 

 Know why you are appearing 

 Arrive at the committee room at 
least 15 minutes prior to scheduled 
appearance 

 Bring no more than 2 or 3 
colleagues 

 Limit opening statement to 5-10 
minutes 

 Direct answers through the Chair 

 Don’t take it personally – its politics 

 Expect anything to happen 
Prior to Committee 

 Establish objectives; target the needs of stakeholders; identify your target 
audience; and, structure the opening statement. 

 Seek to: set out the facts; communicate credibly; do not speculate; be brief; 
answer questions directly; and, stay calm. 

 Develop the Opening Statement using The Persuasion Ladder (see Appendix A) 

Opening Statement 

Three Options for Opening Statement: 

1. Send 5 bilingual copies to the Clerk. Don’t Read it, but welcome questions. 
2. Send 5 bilingual copies to the Clerk. Read it, then welcome questions. 
3. Send 5 bilingual copies to the Clerk. Highlight key points briefly, then welcome 

questions 

Introduction: 

 10% of the presentation.  

 State the purpose of your presentation and briefly put into context this 
presentation/appearance to previous Committee meetings, Bills, reports, etc, 

Body:  

 80% of presentation  

 Capture the essence of presentation, building the body around the three key 
messages 
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Summary/Conclusion: 

 10% of presentation 

 Reinforce key messages and welcome questions 

Tips: 

 Set the tone 

 Put the topic in context 

 Establish rapport with committee 
and link to concerns of Canadians 

 Emphasize key words 

 When reading, grab 5 or 6 words at 
a time 

 Look up and talk to the audience 
(80% towards the Committee, and 
20% towards the text) 

 Write for the ear and not for the 
eye 

 Write for oral communication 
(more informal sounding than 
written communications) 

 Use active verbs, not passive 
verbs 

 Eliminate jargon, acronyms, and 
expert language 

Responding to Questions 

Responding to questions is meant to persuade an audience by finding mutual ‘wins’ and 

grounding arguments in MPs’ and Senators’ values systems. Ensure to build rapport 

through effective verbal and non-verbal communication techniques, such as eye 

contact, gentle humour, active listening, problem solving, not rushing, conciseness, and 

being direct and courteous. Make sure to ask the Clerk how the Chair prefers to be 

addressed. Structure answers using the McLoughlin Wedge (see Appendix B). 

Bridging Lines: 

 Acknowledge – ex. “Madam Chair, that question gets right to the heart of the 

issue and that is the need to ensure…” 

 Neutral – ex. “Madam Chair, that is certainly one perspective on the situation and 

it clearly needs more discussion…” 

 Refute – ex. “Madam Chair, I’m sure the Member wouldn’t be surprised if I were 

to disagree with this characterization of…” 

Tips: 

 Give eye contact, one at a time, to 
each Committee member 

 Indicate that you have paid 
attention to issues raised previously 
by the Committee; vary your 
inflection 

 Gesture in a manner that is not half-
hearted, precise, compact and 
dynamic to punctuate a point 

 Don’t rush, take your time 

 Pause for a drink of water 

 Do not go too long – always leave 
them wanting more  

 Adopt a respectful tone 

 Project that you are: modest, 
reasonable, open, relaxed, 
friendly, positive, confident 

 Facial expressions should be 
smiling, animating your face, 
raising your eyebrows, strong eye 
contact and changing expression 



 

3 
 

Handling Difficult Questions: 

 Loaded Questions – Don’t accept the premise by trying to ignore it; instead, 

challenge premise politely but firmly, then move to your message. 

 Bait Question – Don’t repeat the bait word; refute the notion without repeating the 

word. 

 Personal Opinion – Keep your personal opinion out of your answer. 

 Don’t Know the Answer –Say you don’t know/offer to get information; never lie 

and never guess. 

 Speaking on Behalf of Others – Refer the question and speak only on your 

Department’s behalf. 

 You Know the Answer but Aren’t Allowed to Say – Give reason why you can’t 

answer (Ex. that information is confidential; the issue is before the courts; it 

would be inappropriate for me to comment; the issue is currently under 

discussion/review/negotiation). 

 Getting Boxed In (with Two Options) – Ignore two options and begin with 

straightforward statement or theme. 

 Emotionally Loaded or Hostile Questions – Don’t respond with hostility or 

emotion; make a quick, clean disclaimer; re-state with less emotional words. 

 Hostile But There is Some Truth to It – Take words from the question that have 

truth and re-state in your own words. 

 Persistent Questioning – Re-state your original assertions. 

 Vague Questioning – Ask for clarification/focus if you really don’t understand, (or 

use a vague question to your advantage by answering an aspect of the question 

that suits your message). 

 Rumour – Say that it is inappropriate to respond to rumour (directed at the Chair) 

or refute the evidence to support the rumour. 

 Hypothetical Question – State that you do not wish to speculate. 

 Multi-part Questions – Signal to the Chair that a number of questions were asked 

of you, then choose the question you wish to answer; you do not have to answer 

all the questions at once. 

 Sympathetic Approach – Don’t get lulled into agreeing.  

 Giving Advice or Recommendations – Stay true to the reports and its findings; do 

not get ahead of the Report and its findings. 

 ‘Yes or No’ Questions – Give a simple answer, then welcome the opportunity for 

you to explain; avoid sounding like you are squirming by evading the question. 

 Making Statements, Not Asking Questions – State that it is not appropriate for 

you to engage in a political debate, but offer the opportunity to respond to a 

question 

 Constant Interruptions – Do not interrupt back; ask for the ability to finish your 

answer; do not over-talk the interrupter; signal earlier that you are not easy to 

interrupt. 
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 Blind-Sided by a Question – state that it is difficult to answer and address 

relevancy. 

 Scatter-Gun Approach (questions are rapid-fire and all over the map) – address 

(to the Chair) that the questions are over many issues and suggest it may be 

helpful to address one issue at a time. 

 The Silent Treatment (after you have given your answer) – Let the silence 

happen; nod slightly, look at the questioner, and animate your face slightly in 

anticipation. 

 Incorrect Information – Mention intention (to the Chair) to address the statistics 

 Fishing Questions (those that do not seem to be leading anywhere) – Mention (to 

the Chair) that you are unsure of where the questions are leading; let the Chair 

focus the Member, if it appear to be a fishing expedition. 

 ‘Can You Assure Us’ – State you cannot give direct assurance, but assure the 

committee that the Department is to their best. 

 ‘Can You Guarantee’ – State that you can guarantee that you will make every 

effort to…  
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Appendix A: Persuasion Ladder 
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Appendix B: McLoughlin Wedge  

 


