
Healthy Democracy Project
Standing Up Together for Local Democracy



Agenda



We’re in this together
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Election trends
The good. More women running—more women elected.

 Source: AMO election data

The not good. Voter turnout decline and acclamations rise

2010 2014 2018 2022
Women running 1,495 1,647 1,808 1,939

Women elected 26% 21.6% 698 750

Women heads of 
council

100 78 92 110

2010 2014 2018 2022
Position 
acclamations 390 477 553

Trustees 
acclaimed 236 229

Full council 
acclamations 30 18 26 32

Voter turnout 44.35% 43.12% 38.30% 36.30%

Candidates 8,039 7,290 6,658 6,325

Trustee 
candidates 1,513 1,462
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Democracy today
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Democracy today
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Democracy today
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Democracy today

 Source: "Locally Grown" Samara Centre for Democracy/Canadian Municipal Barometer

 So u r c e :  "Un d e r s t a n d in g  Yo u t h  a n d  Ch i ld  Civ ic  En g a g e m e n t  in  Ca n a d a "  Ab a c u s  Da t a

 6 3 % o f yo u t h  
d o n ' t  fe e l 
we lco m e  t o  
p a r t ic ip a t e  in  
c ivic  e n ga ge m e n t
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Where we started

2021
AMO’s Board strategic objectives included 
advancing diversity, equity and inclusion in 
municipal governance, including the We All Win 
campaign to attract more diverse candidates to 
municipal office.

2022
Following the success and interest in the We All 
Win campaign, in November 2022, the AMO 
Board approved a 4-year strategy with a $1 
million investment to promote and build healthy 
democracy in Ontario.

Healthy Democracies are everyone’s responsibility



Mapping the Experiences of Diverse 
Candidates Running for Municipal 

Office in Ontario
Research Conducted by Monumental Projects
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The Risk-Reward Paradox
• For many the risks (negative realities) of running outweigh the potential 

benefits

• It’s not certain that over time it will be easier for diverse candidates. 
While socially, Canada is getting more open in people's views generally (e.g., 
polling data), at the same time politics is getting more toxic

• The job itself takes a major toll on families, mental health, your career,
and it is financially precarious

• Our focus group with potential possible candidates made it clear that many 
people see change as easier to make, with less personal cost, outside of 
government



2022

Decided to change the world

Talked to the  Mayor

Talked to other candidates

Conducted Google  research on candidacy process  and experience

Vis ited municipal webs ite  for more  information

Found there  aren’t enough available  resources

Read information

Felt los t, not sure  what to do

Decided not to run

Felt bad for not running

Not having enough information was  a  common reason for deciding not to run. This  potentia l candida te  - a  mid-
career profess iona l identifying as  male  and Black in a  mid-s ize  jurisdiction - found tha t his  lack of knowledge  about 
(a ) the  requirements  of a  campaign, and (b) the  role  of councillor itse lf, was  a  s ignificant barrie r. He  shared tha t not 
only was  it frus tra ting not to eas ily find tha t information online , but tha t he  wasn't sure  who (or how) to ask thee  
seemingly bas ic ques tions .
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This research participant was the first non-binary councillor to be  e lected in the ir ward, motiva ted to 
resolve  the  lack of access ibility and supports  ava ilable  to people  living with disabilities  in the ir 
community.

Term 1Decided  to  Run

Won: They were  e lected 
and asked the  othe r 
candidates  wha t a re  your 
top three  goa ls . Made  a  
promise  to 
have  them rea lized. 

Hea lth : Moved to the ir 
community for hea lth 
reasons .

Online  Community-Build ing  : 
Connected with a  lot of people  
online  who were  concerned 
about s imila r is sues  and had a  
lot of conversa tions  with people  
about access ibility and supports  
for people  with disabilities .

Bad Polic ies : A lack of 
support for people  with 
disabilities  and issues  
a round the  Greenbe lt 
contributed to the ir des ire  
to make  change .

Acces s ib ility Committee : Joined 
an access ibility committee . This  was  
a  space  to discuss  is sues  re la ted to 
supports  for people  with disabilitie s .  
They a lso s ta rted to more  wide ly 
organize  with the  online  community.  

Ne ighbourhood 
Coa lition : Rea lized 
the  importance  of 
be ing a  candidate , to 
inspire  and support 
othe rs .

As ked  to  Run: Would 
regula rly ca ll a  loca l 
councillor to ta lk about 
is sues  and concerns . 
When the  councillor 
re tired, they were  asked to 
run. 

S igned  Up: Ta lked to a  lot of 
councillors  and went to 
municipal campaign school. 
At the  time  it was  a  women’s  
focused cohort.  

The  Attack: During the  
course  of the  campaign, they 
were  a ttacked by another 
candidate .

Friends  with  Candida te : 
Eventua lly became friends  
with othe r candidates  tha t 
were  be ing ha rassed and 
formed a  support ne twork 
amongs t one  
another. Voluntee r: Had 

about 25 
voluntee rs , and 
had about 45 
people  make  
dona tions . 

20



14

What motivates people 
to run
Identity-based motivations

• i.e., wanting to increase 
representation

Policy-based motivations

• i.e., wanting to move 
forward specific policy wins

Place-based motivations

• i.e., commitment to their 
local community

Common enablers and 
assets
Personal skills and capabilities

• e.g., sense of resilience to 
help navigate negativity, 
bullying and harassment

Advocates, mentors, and 
cheerleaders within the system

• Relationships with 
experienced individuals 
was a key enabler for 
many diverse candidates

Rooted in community, identity, 
and/or professional groups

• i.e., personal, cultural, 
faith-based, professional 
communities

Common barriers

Mental health toll: 
bullying, harassment, 
discrimination
Timing: family and career 
conflicts, incumbents

Financial barriers

Access to social capital: 
mentors and volunteers

Accessibility challenges



Healthy Democracy 
Roadmap

Understand, test, foster, mobilize
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The 
Healthy Democracy Project
• Builds on the momentum of AMO’s We All 

Win campaign to encourage and support 
greater diversity of municipal candidates in 
the 2026 municipal elections

• Builds partnerships to promote greater 
respect for democracy and political 
participation

• Promotes greater awareness of the important 
role of municipal government and municipal 
councils in building strong communities

• Develops new training and resources to 
support AMO members to engage effectively 
with their communities

• Promotes the value and importance of 
municipal governments in Ontario and 
Canada’s political system, while focusing on 
the importance of diversity of leadership and 
perspectives.



A working vision for 
Ontario’s local 
democracies
Where people feel they can participate 
safely and fully in local government and 
do so enthusiastically. Where people 
can be well informed and feel their 
votes matter. Where people believe 
their voices will be respected and 
included in the decisions that affect 
their lives.

This vision fosters an environment of 
mutual respect, informed participation, 
and equitable representation.
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Strategic Objectives
We All Win
• Increase diversity on municipal councils           

to be more reflective of Ontario's diversity.

• Support AMO members through their diversity, 
equity, and inclusion journey.

• Elected officials are equity-informed leaders.

• People running for office don’t feel alone and 
have recourse.

Respect for Democracy
• Increase trust in local government as an 

institution where people can 
safely/actively/regularly contribute to the 
decisions that impact their community.

• Municipal leaders are aligned and committed to 
improving the tone of discourse between 
elected officials and community members, 
municipal staff and other elected officials.

• Establish AMO as a thought leader on 
democratic engagement.

Engagement & Education
• Youth see local government as a means       

(from within or without) to make a positive 
difference in their community.

• AMO members can productively and 
authentically engage with their communities—in 
particular with underrepresented communities 
and youth.

• AMO members are aware and engaged in the 
We All Win and Respect for Democracy 
streams of work.

Foster
#9 Healthy Democracy Forum

#10 Local Democracy Accelerator 
community of practice

#11 Civility Commitment

Understand
#1 Candidate Experience Journey

#2 Candidate/elected official 
demographic data

#3 Democratic Engagement 
Solutions Bank

#4 Voter Turnout Model

#5 Healthy Democracy Indicators

Test
#6 Local Democracy Accelerator

#7 Candidates Attraction & Support 
Network

#8 Improving civic education pilot
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Mobilize
#12 Local Democracy Accelerator 

solutions mobilization

#13 Comprehensive anti-harassment 
strategy

#14 Youth engagement better 
practices

#15 Increased member education



Healthy Democracy Forum
October 19 & 20

Day 1
• Diverse representation matters—a focus on 

candidate attraction and support efforts
• Engaging youth in local democracy and 

elections—for youth and youth-focused groups 
only

Day 2
• Accelerating local democratic engagement: 

convene, prototype, energize

https://www.amo.on.ca/2024-healthy-democracy-forum


OPSBA & AMO 
Partnership & Perspective
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Discussion & Questions



A shared commitment and 
strong working relationship 
• Democratic and political engagement
• Healthy Democracy Project Advisory Group
• Local Government Week
• Learning from each other—Student Trustees
• Healthy Democracy Student Leadership Award
• Healthy Democracy Forum
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OPSBA and Healthy Democracies
First topic
• Do School Board Trustee candidates take part in 

candidate attraction and support organizations?

Second topic
• Experiences of incivility—how prevalent, what forms, 

are there differences across small, rural, urban?

Third topic
• Youth engagement better practices



Connect with us:
Petra Wolfbeiss: pwolfbeiss@amo.on.ca

Stewart McDonough: smcdonough@amo.on.ca



Thank you
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If we have time
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Outside your 
comfort zone

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=etIqln7vT4w&ab_channel=Aligator


An everywhere
everyone problem

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AUx3QxwGBXk&ab_channel=OfficialJohnsonville
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