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Rural Ontario
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Democracy today
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The good. More women running—more women elected.

 Source :  AMO e lec t ion  da ta

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

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

Election trends



Voter turnout



Voter turnout
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AMO’s Response: Healthy Democracy Project
A project built on collaboration and optimism
• AMO’s Healthy Democracy Project promotes the value and importance 

of municipal governments in Ontario's political system, including the 
importance of diversity of leadership and perspectives.

• The Healthy Democracy Project builds on AMO’s 2021—2022 We All 
Win campaign and works to:

• Attract more diverse candidates to municipal office.
• Support elected officials to be equity-informed leaders.
• Promote more respect for the people engaged in democratic processes.
• Encourage greater participation in local democracy and an increase in voter 

turnout.
• Promote greater civic engagement and greater awareness of the role of municipal 

government.
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Healthy Democracy Project
Foundations, Engagement & Partnerships
• Advisory Group provides strategic advice on Healthy Democracy Project 

direction, research, and initiatives. The Group includes previous and 
current elected officials, AMCTO, OPSBA, candidate support 
organizations, national equity-focused organizations

• Through the HDP, AMO engages with a growing variety of aligned 
partners:
• Toronto Metropolitan University’s Democratic Engagement Exchange, Apathy is 

Boring, Monumental Projects, CIVIX, Canadian Municipal Barometer, electHER 
Now, Politics NOW, Proud Politics, Equal Voice, Nominee, The Jean Collective, 
Ontario Library Association, Ontario Public School Board Association, Young 
Politicians of Canada, Rideau Hall Foundation, Future Majority, Tamarack
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• Representative councils
• Resources, tools, and 

training
• Equity-informed leadership
• People running for office 

don’t feel alone and have 
recourse

• Increase trust in local 
government

• Improving the tone 
of discourse

• AMO as a thought leader 
on participatory democracy

• Civic education and youth 
engagement

• Civic engagement support 
for AMO members

• AMO member engagement 
in Healthy Democracy work

Respect for Democracy Engagement & EducationWe All Win



From research to action
How municipalities can respond—building momentum

Reducing the barriers to 
running for office

Improving the quality of 
municipal civic education

Accelerating democratic 
and political engagement
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Mapping the Experiences of Diverse Candidates
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



This research participant was the first non-binary councillor to be elected in their ward, motivated to resolve the 
lack of accessibility and supports available to people living with disabilities in their community.

Term 1Decided to Run

Won: They were elected and 
asked the other candidates 
what are your top three goals  
Made a promise to 
have them realized. 

Health: Moved to their 
community for health 
reasons.

Online Community-Building : 
Connected with a lot of people 
online who were concerned about 
similar issues and had a lot of 
conversations with people about 
accessibility and supports for 
people with disabilities.

Bad Policies: A lack of 
support for people with 
disabilities and issues 
around the Greenbelt 
contributed to their desire 
to make change.

Accessibility Committee: Joined an 
accessibility committee. This was a 
space to discuss issues related to 
supports for people with disabilities.  
They also started to more widely 
organize with the online community.  

Neighbourhood 
Coalition: Realized the 
importance of being a 
candidate, to inspire 
and support others.

Asked to Run: Would 
regularly call a local 
councillor to talk about issues 
and concerns. When the 
councillor retired, they were 
asked to run. 

Signed Up: Talked 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 
attacked by another candidate.

Friends with Candidate: 
Eventually became friends 
with other candidates that 
were being harassed and 
formed a support network 
amongst one 
another. Volunteer: Had 

about 25 
volunteers, and had 
about 45 people 
make donations. 

20
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Common barriers to 
running

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

Financial barriers

Access to social capital: 
mentors and volunteers

Accessibility challenges

Common enablers,  
assets, and motivators
Personal skills and capabilities

Advocates, mentors, and 
cheerleaders within the system

Rooted in community, identity, 
and/or professional groups

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

Examples of potential 
solutions to explore
Support campaign schools for 
potential candidates

Mentorships from elected officials 
from diverse backgrounds

Hotline for reporting harassment 
of abuse during campaigns

Facilitation through the campaign 
process, focus on the registration 
paperwork and process

Access the full research results 
and executive summary here or 
scan this QR code:

https://www.amo.on.ca/healthy-democracy/healthy-democracy-research
https://www.amo.on.ca/healthy-democracy/healthy-democracy-research


Civic Education partnership with CIVIX
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Accelerating democratic and political 
engagement
AMO’s Democratic Engagement Solutions Bank
A catalog of existing Canadian and international solutions
Seven ways we can improve local democracy
• Supporting candidates and newly elected officials
• Improving electoral participation
• Encouraging Democratic Participation
• Countering misinformation and supporting local media
• Engaging Diverse Communities
• Improving Civic Education
• Fostering civility and respect

Have a peek at the 
Democratic Engagement 
Solutions Bank early test 

prototype!

https://desb-cedar.glide.page/
https://desb-cedar.glide.page/
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What’s coming next?
• Voter Turnout Model: design of a high-level logic model and stakeholder map that 

details the various barriers/approaches required to have a sustainable positive impact 
on voter turnout in local elections.

• Youth Engagement Better Practices: developing a guide and webinar based on 
feedback from youth and youth-serving organizations to support improved youth 
involvement in local democracy, politics, decision making.

• Rural Healthy Democracy Forum:            
an AMO event in partnership with ROMA—a series of presentations, panels and hands-
on workshops targeted at improving the health of Ontario’s rural municipal 
democracies. Topics could include:

• How to increase voter turnout
• Improve youth engagement
• Encourage more people to run for office
• How to improve the tone of political discourse
• New resources for civic education
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Let’s work together
• As rural leaders-how does the focus of our work and current initiatives 

align with what you experience locally?
• Do you have suggestions on interventions or actions that would help 

your communities?
• Would you attend a rural focused Healthy Democracy Forum? If so, 

what would you like to hear and have input on?
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Contact the Healthy Democracy Team

Petra Wolfbeiss (she/her)
Director, Membership Centre
pwolfbeiss@amo.on.ca

Stewart McDonough (he/him)
Advisor, Municipal Engagement
smcdonough@amo.on.ca

Henry Khamonde (he/him)
Intern, Healthy Democracy Project
hkhamonde@amo.on.ca

mailto:pwolfbeiss@amo.on.ca
mailto:smcdonough@amo.on.ca
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