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Background 
This is a collaborative project at the University of Guelph involving the Research Shop, the 
Canadian Federation of University Women (CFUW), and an undergraduate course in the 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology at the University of Guelph. CFUW Guelph is the 
local chapter of the CFUW national organization that is dedicated to women's advancement and 
gender equality.  

In 2018, CFUW co-created the Guelph-Wellington Women’s1

1 The original research completed for this work did not include a definition for gender (i.e. woman, man, 
non-binary, etc.), nor did the first iteration of the campaign school. Our definition of women encompasses 
cisgender women, transgender women, genderqueer women, and two-spirit, non-binary, and gender non-
conforming people who are woman-aligned. We note this was not clear in the 2018 campaign school or in 
the follow up interviews. 

 Campaign School with an 
overarching goal of increasing the number of women politicians in the 2018 municipal election. 
This initiative was developed in response to previous research conducted with CFUW that 
explored the barriers local women face when running for elected positions. It was designed to 
support local women in overcoming barriers to participation in politics.  

In November of 2017 and February of 2018, CFUW held two events to support women interested 
in running a campaign for an elected position. The first was an information session called "Ask a 
Female Politician", which consisted of an open-ended discussion forum with women leaders in 
municipal government. The second event was the Women’s Campaign School, a full day 
program of lectures and workshops on specific aspects of running an election campaign, 
including developing a campaign plan and communication strategies. In total, 54 participants 
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atttended the Campaign School and over 100 participants attended the “Ask a Female Politician” 
event. 

In order to better understand the impact of these events, CFUW partnered with CESI to collect 
participant’s feedback and information about their experiences. The goal of this research is to 
help inform the planning of a second campaign school prior to the 2022 elections. The program 
will be specifically aimed at the municipal election but will be open to women interested in 
running for office across any level of government.  

Methods  
Through the Community Engaged Teaching and Learning (CETL) program at CESI, CFUW 
partnered with Dr. Lauren Sneyd, a faculty member from the Department of Sociology and 
Anthropology at the University of Guelph to carry out research through the SOAN 3070: 
Qualitative and Observational Research Methods undergraduate course during the Winter 
(January – April) 2021 semester.  

A representative from CFUW initially reached out to participants of the Campaign School and the 
“Ask a Female Politician” event by email to request their participation in the research project. 
Based on the feedback from this request, a list of interested participants was generated and 
shared with the class. The students worked in pairs to conduct the interviews. The interviews 
were approximately one hour in length and involved six open-ended questions about 
participants’ experiences related to various aspects of the Campaign School. Each pair of 
students interviewed two to three participants. A total of 16 participants were interviewed.  

The notes from the interviews were shared with the research team at the Research Shop. The 
information was then analyzed thematically. The following paragraphs summarize the results of 
the research analysis.   

Limitations  
Although the results presented are valuable in gaining feedback on the Campaign School, they 
may not reflect the opinions of all participants that attended. There were sixteen interviews 
completed, therefore, not all attendees of the events were interviewed about their experience. 
Also, the interviews were conducted by undergraduate students as an opportunity to develop 
research skills. Students were provided training prior to the interviews, but they were not 
expected to provide professional-level results. This resulted in some notes provided to CESI 
being vague or unclear and even some feedback being lost in the analysis process. In addition, 
some students had handwritten notes that were difficult to read.  

Another limitation was the amount of time between the Campaign School and data collection. 
There were roughly three years between the event and the interviews. Therefore, there is a 
possibility that information may not be completely accurate, or that participants may have had 
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difficulty distinguishing between seminars or events. Also, some students did not distinguish in 
their notes which event the respondent was discussing, and this could limit the accuracy of the 
results. 

Results 

“Ask a Female Politician” Event  
Positive Feedback 
Relevance and Variety of Topics 
Most participants felt that this event was beneficial and had a good variety of topics covered. It 
provided practical information and gave participants the chance to ask politicians relevant 
questions. In particular, one participant noted how it was beneficial to have it at City Hall so that 
everyone could see inside and gain experience with the space. A few participants found the 
variety of topics interesting and overall informative.  

Discussion on Political Experience 
A few participants found it useful to hear about women’s experiences in politics. In particular, 
participants found it helpful to hear about women’s experiences running or being involved in 
politics while balancing family life, kids, and marriage. One participant noted how nice it was that 
women were able to share their hopes and dreams with the group.  

Did not Remember This Session 
Some participants did not remember this session or did not attend this session specifically.  

Other Feedback 
Narrow Discussion from One Speaker 
One participant found that one of the council members offered a limited discussion around their 
experiences. The participant mentioned that it was not as useful as it could have been because 
they did not feel the discussion was applicable to other women. The participant noted that it 
would have been more beneficial if the speaker had answered the questions more broadly, in a 
way that was more relatable to the larger audience, rather than focusing too narrowly on their 
own specific experiences.  

Full Day Event  
Positive Feedback  
Networking 
The majority of participants mentioned how the event had incredible networking opportunities. 
Through networking participants were able to:  
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• Find shadowing opportunities  
• Spend a full day with like-minded individuals  
• Gain helpful advice and ask questions  
• Make connections  

Mentorship Opportunities 
A few participants felt that the event allowed them to learn from professionals involved in politics 
and provided mentorship opportunities. Some comments on mentorship included: 

• Open meetings allowed for asking questions and gaining insight 
• The events provided motivation and knowledge on accessibility while in politics 
• It was useful to learn about other women’s experiences with running 
• The events provided future mentorship opportunities for participants to connect  

Organized and Necessary 
A few participants felt that the events were well-organized which led to good discussion, 
learning, and a chance to meet local politicians. Two participants expressed how necessary 
these events were as woman are often marganlized in politics and their experiences are not 
considered. In addition, a participant noted that the price was reasonable, and ensuring that 
there was no cost barrier to attending. 

Other Comments 
In this section a few participants offered some other comments in regard to the organization of 
the events.  

• Participants preferred the preplanned lectures and workshops because they were very 
well organized 

• Breakout rooms were great 
• Having women in the field present was helpful 

Suggestions 
Email/Online Resources 
Some participants thought that having more online resources or email networks would be useful. 
Email communication would promote awareness and networking outside the physical event and 
could keep the conversations going. In addition, a few participants would have liked online 
resources to be made available alongside the event, or for copies of slide shows (etc.) to be 
posted afterwards. One participant mentioned that a full day of lectures was demanding for 
participants and that offering virtual modules would be beneficial.  

Run it Annually 
Some participants felt that running the event annually would be helpful. As one participant noted, 
most jobs require more than one day of training, so adding more training (for example, a four-
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week period of training) would be appropriate. In addition, another participant mentioned that 
annual workshops focused on different levels of politics would be useful. 

Future Events 
There were some suggestions for future events that the Campaign school could run. These 
included:  

• More workshops on the “basics” of campaign running that are not common knowledge 
• Provide breakout rooms at the end of the day for deeper discussion of content  
• Specific mentorship or events for intersecting identities and oppressed groups   
• More focused workshops and more areas for women’s advocacy 

Skills and Information Learned  
Although the response to the events was overwhelmingly positive, there were a couple of 
participants who mentioned that they did not take away any specific new skills. However, the 
majority of participants noted various types of information and skills they learned from 
participating in the Campaign School.   

Empowerment 
• Several participants mentioned that the Campaign School empowered and helped them 

to understand and imagine the possibilities of participating in politics 
• A few women mentioned the importance of hearing women’s voices in the field of politics 
• One participant in particular expressed that the Campaign School allowed her to envision 

herself in an elected position and helped her break down assumptions about the 
demographic of successful candidates (for example, a stereotypical retired male)  

Logistical Aspects of Campaigning 
• A few participants mentioned learning about the necessary components for properly 

running a campaign, such as the nomination process, how to register for a campaign, 
how to plan for a campaign and general campaign management.  

• Another participant mentioned learning about the Ontario Municipal Elections 
requirements, such as who is eligible to be a candidate. 

• A few participants also referred to learning about the general workload, demanding work 
required, multiple necessary roles to juggle while running a campaign, the importance of 
volunteer engagement and building a strong campaign team. 

• Other notable aspects mentioned were the importance of accurate bookkeeping, 
candidate accountability, election financing and the limits to self-funding and external 
donations for a campaign, and the importance of meeting deadlines. 
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Nature of the Job  
• Several women referred to learning about the bureaucratic nature of working in politics. 

Others mentioned learning about the barriers to being involved in politics, ward specific 
information, the workings of City Hall and expected salaries.  

• Other participants mentioned learning about the challenges that women face, including 
understanding women’s experiences with sexism and adversity and forms of harassment 
that were experienced by women politicians.  

Communication Skills 
• Many women mentioned learning important communication skills from the Campaign 

School, including how to deal with negative comments, how to advocate for yourself and 
how to navigate difficult conversations. 

Suggested Additional Topics 
Participants were asked what other topics they would have liked to have seen covered in the 
Campaign School. The following is a summary of the feedback provided in this area.   

Greater Emphasis on the Logistical Aspects of Campaigning   
• One of the most frequent comments was the need for more specific details on topics 

already touched on in the Campaign School.  
• In particular, participants desired more tangible, hands-on information related to 

organizing a campaign, such as timing of campaign strategies, where to order supplies 
such as signs, types of events to schedule and how to rally volunteers. 

• Other suggestions included more information on regional bylaws, policies and regulations 
associated with running a campaign and the nomination process. 

• Participants suggested that the Campaign School could offer more tools and strategies 
for running a successful campaign, including: 

o Fundraising: how to raise, maximize and prioritize the use of campaign donations 
o Self-marketing, branding, and promotion techniques, including how to effectively 

use social media   
o Community outreach and how to engage voters 
o How to effectively use canvassing/door knocking  
o Preparing for debates and competitive nature of campaigns  
o Communication plans 
o Timing and when to run  

More Information on the Nature of the Job  
• Several participants also mentioned wanting more real-life examples of women in politics, 

including more specific insights on the actual job and how to maintain work-life balance.  
• Other specific information suggested included ward-centric activities and how to read and 

understand weekly Council Agendas.  
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o These aspects point to women’s interest in better understand the role, types of 
work involved, and overall workload, which would help to determine their interest 
level and whether or not they would be able to take on the role.  

• One participant mentioned that for those not able to run immediately, offering alternative 
ways that women can become involved in politics would be beneficial. 

Diversity 
• Several participants mentioned that they would have liked to see the Campaign School 

representing a greater diversity of identities including people of different race, abilities, 
and gender. 

• There were several suggestions for offering specific resources for Black, Indigenous and 
Other People of Colour (BIPOC) and LGBTQ2S+ individuals, and placing more emphasis 
on attracting people from marginalized groups. 

• One participant expressed the importance of making politics more inclusive, emphasizing 
that it should be for everyone who has a vision and wants to serve their community. 

Conflicts 
• A few women referred to including more information regarding the challenges related to 

running, such as conflicts, crisis management and other potential barriers to be aware of. 

Specific Topics  
• A few participants suggested specific topics for workshops including promoting women’s 

voices, confidence, learning to mobilize, resistance and challenging power in politics.  
• Another participant suggested the importance of including a session on building 

resilience, suggesting that women need to develop skills to survive the often “ruthless” 
nature of politics. 

• Several women also mentioned that it would be beneficial to have an online resource 
library, either for topics not able to be covered by the Campaign School, or for more in-
depth information, including where to access financial support.   

Experience with Campaigning  
After having participated in the Women’s Campaign School, three of the 16 women interviewed 
ran in a campaign for an elected position. Several others mentioned supporting someone else 
running in a campaign. Of those who were not involved in a campaign, many expressed interest 
in running in the future.  

Running in a Campaign 
• One participant successfully ran as a councillor in her region. 

o The participant was relieved that you do not need to be worried about knowing 
everything in order to run. After running a very active campaign, the participant 
described the experience as “busy and tiresome, yet enlightening.” 
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o Through the experience, the participant met with people who demonstrated how 
women could hold office while working other jobs and managing a family, which 
differed from other council members in her community, who were all retired men. 

o The biggest takeaway from the Campaign School was that it opened her mind to 
the possibilities for women in politics. 

• Two others also ran for councilor positions but were not successful in winning the 
positions.  

o One participant reflected on the experience as being very positive and 
emphasized personal and professional growth as a result of the experience. The 
participant described the experience as “humbling and enlightening” as well as 
providing new perspectives on the competitiveness of campaigns.  

Supporting Someone Else’s Campaign  
• Several of the other women mentioned supporting another person running in an election. 

These roles varied in capacity, and included offering support with communications, 
knocking on doors, being an office manager and supporting as a field director.  

• For those supporting another candidate, many found the hands-on experience to be a 
valuable learning opportunity.  

o Through these experiences, participants mentioned benefiting from networking, 
community engagement, learning cost effective strategies for campaigns, and the 
importance of having a team in running in an election.  

Reasons for Not Running 
• Several of those who did not run in an election explained that the timing was not right for 

them.  
o A few participants referred to timing with their current careers and one mentioned 

finishing a degree as a reason for not being able to run.  
o While not able to run immediately, a few participants did express their enthusiasm 

for and interest in running in the future. 
o A few of the participants mentioned that they did not feel ready to run for an 

elected position, with one stating they did not feel they would win. 

Woman-Only Space  
The Potential Value of the Development of a Woman-Only Space 
Knowledge of a Woman’s Standpoint 

• Several participants felt that a woman-only space would allow for sharing of women’s 
standpoints and their knowledge in the area. One participant felt that this would allow for 
a focus on the unique barriers that women face and an appreciation for the value of 
women in politics. 
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Empowerment and Encouragement 
• Women participants felt that a woman-only space promoted women’s empowerment, 

safety, and honesty. One participant suggested that a woman-only space would promote 
solidarity in the community. In addition, some participants felt that a woman-only space 
would be welcoming and more comfortable for women. This could promote a supporting 
network and a sisterhood for women.  

Allow Women to be Heard 
• As one participant mentioned, the event was sold out, indicating there was a lot of 

interest in an event of this nature. Participants felt that woman-only events allow for 
women to be heard and would encourage women to run. A participant specifically stated 
that having woman-only events directly invites women to come and join.  

Women-Specific Discussion 
• Several participants expressed that it is important to have a space to discuss concerns 

specific to women. One participant felt that it was important for women to be made aware 
of positions and possibilities in politics. This is even more important because women tend 
to postpone running because of family obligations.  

• Although it is important to consider women’s concerns, two participants discussed how 
these schools should be inclusive to trans women, non-binary, and other minority gender 
identities.  

Potential Challenges with Including Men 
May Have Difficulties Speaking Around Men 

• Several participants expressed that women will not feel as open to share or have 
difficulties speaking around men for multiple reasons.  

o Two participants felt that including men may cause them to feel men are 
overstepping, and two participants suggested that the discussion on women or 
women’s voices would be diluted.  

o More specifically, two participants felt that some men tend to speak their minds 
more freely than women and take over spaces. As one participant expressed, this 
may cause a power imbalance and a different level of comfort with men around.  

Some Women May Not Feel Safe or Empowered 
• A few participants felt that women may not feel safe with men being included. Some 

women may feel more doubtful of themselves with men around and this would make the 
environment less welcoming.  

• In addition, two participants felt that men add judgment and would hinder women’s 
empowerment. As the participants explained, men would occupy the space and women 
would speak less and feel less empowered.  

Smaller Attendance 
• One participant expressed that if men were included attendance may be lower. As 

another participant suggested, men should only play a supportive role in the events. The 
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participant felt that men have more supports and fewer barriers, so the focus should be 
on women and creating a space for them.  

Potential Benefits or Advantages of Including Men 
Could Learn From Men 

• A few participants said that women can learn from male speakers as well and promote 
allyship. There is value in male input and the experience they bring.  

• One participant felt that this would promote an inclusive environment and allow for 
women to learn more about the male perspective.   

Supportive Role 
• One participant said that men could take on a supportive role if included. This could allow 

them to offer to help with the campaign and bring their experience to the women’s space.  

The Value of Balanced Representation in Elected Office 
Credentials for Office:  

• Several participants felt that getting into office should be based on credentials and merit 
and not on gender. Despite gender, participants felt that there needs to be strong values 
and rights within politics.   

Balance 
• Several participants expressed that gender balance and equal opportunity for men and 

women is needed in office.  
• Another participant expressed that emphasis should be on diversity of opinions, rather 

than balance alone. Related to this, one participant expressed that this is particularly 
important because politics is centralized towards cis-gendered white men.  

Different Perspectives 
• Several participants said that men and woman have different perspectives that are both 

valuable. All types of perspectives, views and problem-solving techniques should be 
represented in office and have seats at the table.  

Universal Issues 
• Several participants felt that having both men and women could present more universal 

issues. Within this, participants said that it is good for men to hear women’s experiences 
and have women’s perspectives expressed in important universal issues.  

Diversity 
• A few participants expressed that there needs to be balanced representation of race, 

gender, and other specific minorities within politics as well. There needs to be more 
spaces for BIPOC representation and elected office needs to be reflective of the 
population. One participant expressed that the emphasis should be on women’s 
representation, as the male perspective has been historically centered.  
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Mentorship  
Formal Mentorship  
Resources and Guidance 

• A few participants experienced the need for formal mentorship. Through these outlets, 
participants have gained guidance, supports, and resources from their mentors.  

• Some participants mentioned how the CFUW and the Better Ballot Campaign were good 
resources and provided formal mentorship for them.  

Informal Mentorship 
Impactful for Growth, Development and Support 

• Several participants felt that informal mentorship provided them with opportunities for 
growth, develop and support. They felt that mentors taught them to generate their own 
approaches and examine others. This promoted self-empowerment and instilled self-
confidence in those being mentored.  

• One participant attributed their success to the mentorship they received, because without 
their encouragement she would have not run for politics.  

• Another participant expressed that informal mentorship provides authentic relationships 
and future job opportunities.  

Builds Knowledge and Networking  
• A few participants expressed that mentorship builds knowledge and aids in networking. 

As one participant noted, mentors provide perspective, clarity and can act as a sounding 
board. Mentors can help with developing knowledge and reflecting critically on decisions 
and potential mistakes.  

• In addition, two participants expressed that mentorship adds a broad understanding on 
discussions and issues. For example, one participant told the interviewer about an 
informal mentor that helped provide them with encouragement, perspective and support 
in understanding campaign budgeting.  

No Mentor 
• A few participants expressed that they did not have mentorship, whether it be formal or 

informal. One participant expressed that it would have been beneficial to have some 
more mentorship and support through the campaign process. Another participant felt that 
it was detrimental to not have a mentor.   

Conclusions  
This research summary outlines central themes from the experiences of the participants of the 
Women’s Campaign School. Overall, the participants’ feedback suggested that the events were 
overwhelmingly perceived as positive and impactful. Participants identified the need for 
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additional online resources and more in-depth information on the specifics of running a 
campaign. It was also suggested to promote and place greater emphasis on diversity in future 
events. Many of the participants went on to support others in running a campaign and a few of 
the participants ran in an election themselves.  

The participants reflected on the value of women-only spaces and the potential challenges of 
including men in similar events. The participants also shared their views on the value of 
balanced representation in elected office and the importance of including a diversity of voices 
and perspectives. Finally, the participants expressed the value of mentorship and the various 
ways that mentors can support women pursuing roles in politics.  


	Guelph-Wellington Women’s Campaign School Review
	Results Summary

	Acknowledgements
	Background
	Methods
	Limitations

	Results
	“Ask a Female Politician” Event
	Positive Feedback
	Relevance and Variety of Topics
	Discussion on Political Experience
	Did not Remember This Session

	Other Feedback
	Narrow Discussion from One Speaker


	Full Day Event
	Positive Feedback
	Networking
	Mentorship Opportunities
	Organized and Necessary
	Other Comments

	Suggestions
	Email/Online Resources
	Run it Annually
	Future Events


	Skills and Information Learned
	Empowerment
	Logistical Aspects of Campaigning
	Nature of the Job
	Communication Skills

	Suggested Additional Topics
	Greater Emphasis on the Logistical Aspects of Campaigning
	More Information on the Nature of the Job
	Diversity
	Conflicts
	Specific Topics

	Experience with Campaigning
	Running in a Campaign
	Supporting Someone Else’s Campaign
	Reasons for Not Running

	Woman-Only Space
	The Potential Value of the Development of a Woman-Only Space
	Knowledge of a Woman’s Standpoint
	Empowerment and Encouragement
	Allow Women to be Heard
	Women-Specific Discussion

	Potential Challenges with Including Men
	May Have Difficulties Speaking Around Men
	Some Women May Not Feel Safe or Empowered
	Smaller Attendance

	Potential Benefits or Advantages of Including Men
	Could Learn From Men
	Supportive Role

	The Value of Balanced Representation in Elected Office
	Credentials for Office:
	Balance
	Different Perspectives
	Universal Issues
	Diversity


	Mentorship
	Formal Mentorship
	Resources and Guidance

	Informal Mentorship
	Impactful for Growth, Development and Support
	Builds Knowledge and Networking

	No Mentor


	Conclusions

