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In 2007, we knew that elections at various levels of government
were coming, and that this would represent an opportunity for new
political actors to emerge.

We recognized, as well, an opportunity for us to enrich the political
process by infusing the elections with a new, diverse generation of
leaders, already making an impact in society, but not truly
politically connected.

We sought to demystify election campaigns – and to some degree
the reality of electoral politics – for leaders from underrepresented
ethnic and racial groups.

In the process, we’d equip them to run for elected office or work
behind the scenes in election campaigns. Why?
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Demographic change in urban centres, fuelled by migration, is a
major social force around the world. In our own region, we’ll be a
majority-minority city by 2031. So more than ever, improving the
economic, social, civic integration of newcomers is vital to our city
region. In our work, immigrant, neighbourhood, and city prosperity
go hand in hand.

And leadership is part of integration and inclusion. It matters who’s
within the corridors of power, because only those who are able to
lead organizations and institutions, and to make decisions – are
truly able to shape their future.

Leaders signal who belongs and who doesn’t. They provide role
models. They’re powerful symbols, for future generations, of what
they can and cannot aspire to become.

Political leadership is particularly visible. And we know there’s a
gap.
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We’ve counted senior leadership in our city region as part of our
work with DiverseCity: The Greater Toronto Leadership Project.

Within the 5 municipalities studied, 49.5% visible minorities –
Statistics Canada definition: non-white, non-Aboriginal
On the other hand, senior leaders across public, private and non-
profit sectors are 13.5% VM
Elected officials 15.4%

School4Civics is part of DiverseCity, which aims to change the
leadership landscape in the region.

The project recognizes society wins when senior leadership
reflects the region’s diverse population. Economic and social
prosperity can be fuelled with the talent, networks and knowledge
of an increasingly diverse people.

So what’s our good idea?
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•As a foundation, we would identify, recruit, train and connect
diverse leaders. We would offer a non-partisan training and
mentoring program delivered by campaign experts from across the
political spectrum. Our goal was to help emerging leaders build
political power beyond one single election campaign. We wanted
to make “lifers” out of program participants.

•The curriculum was built on three key components. The first two
for broader leadership development: 1. identify your political
values, 2. plan for the short and long term to make an impact; and
the third, more specific to elections: learn practical campaign tools
such as fundraising, communications, identifying and getting out
the vote.

•The program was delivered in workshops, but we also offered
online learning via webinars, with phone seminars and networking
opportunities where participants learned from each other.

•The frequency of training events: varied from monthly to bi-
weekly, but there was consistent contact in between meetings with
the program.
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Our program is aimed at the Greater Toronto Region. We have an extensive
network of leaders and organizations that support our outreach.

Participants are selected based on:
1. Demonstrated record of volunteering and social change leadership
2. Capacity to learn in a multi-partisan environment and a commitment  to use the

lessons in real life elections

The majority of people we selected had volunteered previously on election
campaigns, but they lacked knowledge of their inner workings. And they lacked
the political networks to play more significant roles.

We’ve had a broad spectrum of participants, including gender balance, and a good
range in ages. This is also true in terms of race, ethnicity, religion, sexual
orientation and regional representation. The program hasn’t been aimed at once
specific group.
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Systemic
•Political system – it’s still very difficult to defeat an incumbent.
Training doesn’t happen in isolation from the real world, where
election rules can sometimes favour those in power.
•Lack of networks – political outsiders have to work twice as hard
to tap networks of donors and volunteers, especially if they were
born outside the country.
Practical
•Every participant is at a different level and therefore requires
different training. They’re at various stages on a leadership
journey. The only way to provide meaningful support is to stay
connected well beyond the life of the program.
•Curriculum design – we had to experiment and reboot in order to
ensure the workshops were sufficiently participatory, with hands-on
exercises. We also added online learning, recognizing that often
the busiest people are the most promising political actors.



88

Starting in 2008, we’ve trained 100 leaders – more than 90% of graduates have
participated in some capacity in an election campaign.

Some indicators from the November 2010 municipal election:
14 candidates from our network filed to run for city council or school board
2 graduates served as senior policy advisors to a mayoral candidate
All 20 graduates of the 2010 program worked on municipal campaigns
Wins: one elected school trustee, but many more contributed to winning city council
campaigns

What graduates have told us about the value of the program: they were better
prepared, gained new networks, found support among their peers.

They feel part of a political family, albeit not a partisan one. Like most political
activists, they’ve faced more defeat than victory, and yet they continue to pursue
social change through the political process.
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•We helped change the conversation. The program contributed to
a heightened awareness of the lack of diversity in elected office,
particularly in relation to the municipal election. It also may have
raised expectations for change in the community, by showcasing
new candidates and leaders prepared to stand for elected office.

•In part this happened because of extensive  print and electronic
media attention. Both the program – and the diversity gap – have
been referenced in election-related stories… Articles with titles like,
“Visible Minority candidates running for Toronto trustee seats,” and
“Diverse candidates running strong.” and our candidates garnered
many media endorsements and were listed as “new faces to
watch.”

•Behind the scenes we also helped, by using our own networks to
connect new faces with reporters looking for stories.

•Finally, the increased profile has generated interest among the
political parties in the people we are training…
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•Someone with political experience is needed to run the program
… this person will have a broad political network that crosses party
lines.
•Provide trainers with tools – they may have strategic, fundraising,
communications, or other expertise, but they may not be teachers.
Equip them with interactive exercises and other learning tools.
•Invest in success… especially with limited resources, it makes
sense to invest more (support, time, opportunities), in people who
will truly benefit. In practical terms, build coaching into the program
and offer it to the most committed participants; match them with
mentors when they’re really able to use the advice. Mentors and
coaches, like trainers, are people with a multi-partisan spirit, and
with the experience to bring practical lessons from the field.
•Define success broadly – not everyone can get elected or even
run, but everyone can participate: [train not only candidates, but
people who’ll employ their skills in other campaign roles]
•It’s also important to tell the story of the program’s success
through the stories of the leaders you train.
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•Maintain a network and be deliberate about connecting people,
not just with each other, but also with people in positions of power
and influence… That could be an elected official or a well-
connected activist behind the scenes.
•Partner – however informally – with other organizations working to
promote political leadership and participation of other
underrepresented groups… In our case that’s been women. Share
your knowledge broadly – curriculum, contacts, trainers – the more
organizations committed to this work, the better.
•The program may end, but the political journey begins… so
remain connected… the success of the leaders you trained, and
their social impact, could be months or years in the making.
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