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Before You Start

This handbook is for the person who has read a fact sheet, attended a council meeting, sent a letter that 

received a form response, or simply looked around their community and thought: someone should do 
something about this. You are that someone.

A Mutualist Circle is not an organization. It has no membership fees, no bylaws, no registration 

requirements, no minimum size, and no reporting obligations to anyone. It is a group of people who 
decide to work together on a specific governance concern. It can be two people or twenty. It can last three
months or three years. It can dissolve when its work is done and re-form when a new issue arises.

A Circle is shared, not owned. It belongs to everyone in it equally. The person who started it has no more 
authority than the person who joined last week. Decisions are made together. Work is done together. The 
credit and the responsibility belong to the group.

Members of a Circle are accountable to themselves and to each other — not to the Modern Mutualism 

Movement, not to any external organization, not to any coordinator or convenor. The Circle sets its own 
expectations and holds itself to them.

The Modern Mutualism Movement is a resource. The fact sheets, working papers, and policy frameworks 

at modernmutualism.ca are starting points — they provide the legal research, the gap analysis, the 
template letters, and the framing that a Circle can use as a foundation. They are not the complete answer 

to every situation your Circle will encounter. The movement can also assist with research and framing if 
your issue is not yet addressed by an existing document. But the work of applying those tools to your 
specific community, your specific issue, and your specific decision-maker is yours to do.

The chair at the table belongs to the community. The Circle is how the community sits down in it.

I. What a Circle Is — and What It Is Not

What It Is

A Mutualist Circle is an informal group of people who share a concern about how their community is 
governed and decide to do something concrete about it together. That is the whole definition. The circle 
shape is intentional — no hierarchy, no head, no follower. Everyone has a voice. Everyone has a role. The

work is done together or not at all.

A Circle is shared, not owned. It belongs equally to everyone in it. The person who called the first 
meeting has no more authority than the person who joined at the third. Members are accountable to 

themselves and to each other — the Circle sets its own expectations and holds itself to them. No external 
body, including the Modern Mutualism Movement, has any claim on how a Circle operates or what it 

chooses to work on.

A Circle can form around a single issue and dissolve when that issue is resolved. It can broaden over 
time. It can include people who voted for completely different parties at the last election, who have 
different views on national politics, and who share only the conviction that something specific needs to 

change. That shared conviction is enough.

More than one Circle can exist in the same community at the same time. There is no territorial 
arrangement. Two Circles in the same town working on different issues is a sign of engagement, not a 

problem to be managed.
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Two Kinds of Circles

The Geographic Circle

A Geographic Circle is made up of people in the same place — a town, a neighbourhood, a municipality, 

a constituency, a riding. The issue is grounded in that place: how the local council handles minutes, 
whether the provincial budget has a public deliberation process, whether their MP holds regular 

constituency office hours. The decision-maker is someone the Circle can walk up to, write to, face at a 
meeting, and hold accountable through local public pressure.

Geographic Circles are the entry point for most people. The issue is close, the decision-maker is visible, 

and a win is recognizable. A council that adopts the 48-hour minutes standard, an MLA who commits to a
consultation process, an MP who holds a public town hall — these are concrete, local, and verifiable. The 
Circle can see what changed and know it was their work that changed it.

The Cause-Based Circle

A Cause-Based Circle is made up of people bound by a shared concern regardless of where they live. 

Teachers frustrated by provincial education policy across three provinces. Farmers across the Prairies 
concerned about federal agriculture spending. Veterans across Canada who share a specific grievance 

about how service benefits are administered. Healthcare workers in six cities working on the same 
provincial standard. They may never be in the same room. The cause is the common ground.

Cause-Based Circles apply the same tools — the fact sheets, the template letters, the follow-up 
framework — but the tactics are different. Less "walk into the council meeting" and more "coordinate 

simultaneously across geography." When a Cause-Based Circle of teachers in ten cities writes to ten 
MLAs on the same day asking the same question, it becomes a provincial issue. When they write to every

MLA in every province, it becomes national. The coordination is what creates the pressure that no single 
Circle can generate alone.

Cause-Based Circles require more coordination infrastructure than Geographic ones: a shared 

communication channel, an agreed issue and ask, coordinated timing. They are harder to start but capable 
of reaching decision-makers that no local Circle can reach on its own.

How They Connect

Geographic Circles and Cause-Based Circles reinforce each other. A Geographic Circle in Maple Creek 
that wins the 48-hour minutes standard becomes a proof of concept for a Cause-Based Circle working on 

municipal transparency nationally. A Cause-Based Circle that creates national pressure on federal 
agriculture policy creates conditions that Geographic Circles in rural ridings can leverage locally. A 

Geographic Circle that discovers other Circles in other communities facing the same issue becomes the 
nucleus of a Cause-Based network.

The two formations are not stages on a ladder — one is not more advanced than the other. They are 
different tools for different problems. Some issues are best addressed locally. Some can only be addressed

at scale. A healthy movement has both.

What a Circle Is Not

A Circle is not a political party, a lobby group, a charity, a registered society, or an arm of the Modern 
Mutualism Movement. It is not affiliated with any party. It does not endorse candidates. It does not speak 

for the movement.
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A Circle is not a complaint group. A complaint group talks about the problem. A Circle develops a 
specific ask, brings it to the appropriate authority, follows up, and documents the outcome. If a meeting 

ends without a specific action committed to by a specific person with a specific deadline, the Circle has 
had a conversation, not a meeting.

A Circle is not permanent. A Circle that achieves its objective and dissolves has succeeded. A Circle that 

meets for years without producing a concrete change has failed comfortably. Comfortable failure is worth 
watching for.

The One Rule

There is one rule that makes a Circle a Circle rather than a conversation: every meeting ends with a 
written list of who is doing what by when. Not aspirations. Not intentions. Specific actions, specific 

people, specific deadlines. Without this, the Circle is a discussion group. With it, the Circle is a campaign.

II. Starting the Conversation

The First Conversation — Before the First Meeting

You do not start a Circle by announcing a meeting. You start by having one conversation with one person

you trust. Not a pitch. A question. Something like: "I've been thinking about [specific concern] and I keep
coming back to it. Are you frustrated by it too?"

If the answer is yes, you have the beginning of a Circle. If the answer is no, you have learned something 
useful and the conversation cost you nothing. The first conversation is research, not recruitment.

Have this conversation with three or four people before you call a meeting. You are looking for people 
who share a genuine frustration about a specific governance issue — not people who agree with you 
about everything, but people who care about this one thing and are willing to do something concrete about

it.

Starting a Geographic Circle

For a Geographic Circle, the first conversation happens in person with people who share your place. Your
neighbour. Someone you know from the school council, the rink, the legion, the farmers' market. The 
concern is local — something about your council, your MLA, your MP that affects this community 

specifically.

Invite people who are frustrated. Invite people who have tried something and been ignored. Invite people 
who ask good questions. Invite people who follow through. The most effective Geographic Circles are not

the most politically homogeneous ones. A Circle that includes people who voted differently, who have 
different economic interests, and who approach the problem from different angles is harder to dismiss. 

When a Conservative farmer and an NDP teacher and someone who has never voted walk into a council 
meeting together, the council cannot write them off as a political faction. They are the community.

Starting a Cause-Based Circle

For a Cause-Based Circle, the first conversation may happen by phone, by email, or through an existing 
professional network. The shared concern is not a place — it is a situation. You are a teacher in Regina 

and you know teachers in Saskatoon and Moose Jaw who share the same frustration about a provincial 
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policy. You are a farmer in Saskatchewan who has connected with farmers in Alberta and Manitoba who 
share the same concern about a federal program. The geography is spread. The cause is common.

Cause-Based Circles often form from existing networks — professional associations, faith communities, 

agricultural organizations, veterans' groups, healthcare networks — where people already know and trust 
each other across distance. If your network exists, the Circle forms from within it. If it does not, the Circle

may need to build the network before it can build the campaign.

The first conversation for a Cause-Based Circle is the same question — "are you frustrated by this too?" 
— but it also asks a second question: "are you willing to coordinate on this across distance?" The 

coordination requirement is real and worth naming early.

The First Meeting

The first meeting has one purpose: to decide whether this group wants to work on a specific issue together

and what that issue is. It is not a planning meeting. It is not a venting meeting. It is a decision meeting 
with one output: a shared commitment to work on one specific thing.

For a Cause-Based Circle, the first meeting may be virtual. The agenda is identical. The discipline 

required to keep a virtual meeting on the agenda is higher — name this at the start and keep to the time 
limits strictly.

FIRST MEETING AGENDA

1. Why we are here (10 minutes) — Each person says, in two sentences, what brought them to this 
meeting.

2. What we are frustrated by (20 minutes) — List the governance concerns people raise. Write them all 

down. Do not debate them yet.

3. Pick one issue to start with (20 minutes) — Apply the three questions: Is it actionable? Is it specific 
enough? Does it cross political lines?

4. One commitment each (10 minutes) — Each person names one thing they will do before the next 

meeting.

5. Next meeting date and place (5 minutes) — Set it now, before anyone leaves.

III. Picking Your Issue

The Three Questions

Not every concern makes a good starting issue for a Circle. Some are too large, too abstract, or too 
political to produce a concrete win early enough to keep the group together. The three questions filter for 

concerns that are ready to work on.

Question 1: Is it actionable? Can the people in this Circle actually do something that could influence the 
outcome? For a Geographic Circle: can you reach the decision-maker, attend their meetings, write to 

them, and create local public pressure? For a Cause-Based Circle: can the network coordinate effectively 
enough to generate pressure at the level where the decision is made? If the answer is no to both, the issue 

is not ready yet.
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Question 2: Is it specific enough? Can you describe the problem in one sentence and the solution in one 
sentence? "Government lacks transparency" is not specific enough. "Council does not publish meeting 

minutes until four weeks after the meeting" is specific. "We want better governance" is not specific 
enough. "We want draft minutes published within 48 hours with named votes on every motion" is 

specific.

Question 3: Does it cross political lines? Can a Conservative and an NDP supporter both be frustrated by 
this issue for their own reasons? If your issue can only be framed as something one political side cares 

about, you have chosen an ideology question rather than a governance question. Keep looking.

For Geographic Circles: Local Scale

A Geographic Circle's issue should be local enough that the decision-maker is someone the Circle can 

face directly. The best starting issues are ones where the decision-maker represents a riding you vote in, 
attends events in your community, and has to face you again. The 48-hour minutes standard at your 

council. A code of conduct for your councillors. A public budget working session. These are winnable 
locally without provincial or national change.

For Cause-Based Circles: Coordinated Scale

A Cause-Based Circle's issue must be specific enough for distributed coordination. Every member of the 
network needs to be asking for the same thing from their own decision-maker at the same time. This 

requires more precision than a local campaign — the ask must be clear enough to survive translation 
across ten ridings or five provinces without each Circle reinterpreting it differently.

The power of a Cause-Based Circle is timing. Ten Circles writing to ten MLAs on the same day asking 

the same question is a provincial story. Twenty Circles writing to twenty MPs in the same week is a 
national one. The coordination is what creates the scale. Without it, the individual letters are as isolated as
any individual letter.

Breaking a Large Issue into Sub-Issues

Most governance concerns are larger than one Circle can address in one campaign. Budget transparency is

a large issue. Within it are specific, separable sub-issues: when is the draft budget published, how many 
public working sessions are held, are named votes required on budget line items. Each sub-issue is a 

campaign. Each campaign is winnable or losable on its own.

Breaking the large issue into sub-issues has a structural benefit beyond manageability: it turns political 
disagreements into tactical decisions. When the Circle is debating which sub-issue to pursue first, the 
question is not "what do we believe" but "what is most winnable right now, what creates the most 

momentum, what sets up the next step." These are questions that people with different politics can answer
together. The ideology disappears into the tactics.

IV. Running a Meeting That Produces Action

The Meeting Structure

Every Circle meeting after the first follows the same structure. The structure is not bureaucratic overhead 
— it is what prevents a meeting from becoming a conversation. Each element has a purpose.

STANDARD CIRCLE MEETING AGENDA
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1. Commitments from last time (15 minutes) — Each person reports on what they committed to. Done, not
done, blocked — and why.

2. What we learned (10 minutes) — Any new information about the issue, the decision-maker, or the 

context.

3. What we decide (20 minutes) — The specific decision this meeting needs to make. Named before the 
meeting starts.

4. What we do next (10 minutes) — Specific actions, specific people, specific deadlines. Written down.

5. Next meeting (5 minutes) — Date, time, place. Set before anyone leaves.

The Commitment Record

Keep a running written record of every commitment made at every meeting: who committed, what they 

committed to, and by when. At the start of every meeting, review the record from the previous meeting. 
This is accountability to each other — not to the movement, not to any external standard, but to the 

people sitting in the same circle.

The record does not need to be formal. A shared notes document, a group chat, a physical notebook — 
whatever works for the group. The only requirement is that it is written, it is shared, and it is reviewed at 

the start of every meeting.

Keeping Meetings Focused

The most common way a Circle meeting loses its focus is when someone raises a concern that is real and 

important but not actionable in this campaign at this time. The response is not to dismiss the concern. It is
to name it, write it down, and return it to the parking lot — the list of concerns the Circle is not working 

on right now but may work on later. Then redirect: "That matters and we've noted it. For today, what are 
we deciding about [the current issue]?"

The structure of the agenda itself does most of this work. There is no slot for general discussion. The only

slots are: what did we commit to, what did we learn, what do we decide, what do we do next. Opinion and
analysis belong in those slots only to the extent they change the decision or the action. If they don't 
change anything, they can wait.

Decision-Making in the Circle

Circles do not vote on decisions. Voting creates winners and losers inside the group, which is 

incompatible with the circle model. Instead, decisions are made by consensus — not unanimous 
agreement on every detail, but a shared commitment to a direction that no one actively opposes.

The practical test for consensus: can every person in the room live with this decision and commit to 

making it work, even if it is not their first choice? If yes, you have consensus. If someone says no, the 
group does not override them — it explores what would need to change for them to be able to commit.
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V. Using the Modern Mutualism Resources

What Is Available

Everything at modernmutualism.ca is free and available for any Circle to use. The documents are starting 
points — they provide the legal research, the comparative analysis, the framing, and the template tools 

that a Circle can build from. They are not the complete answer to every situation. The work of applying 
them to your specific community and your specific decision-maker is the Circle's.

Fact Sheets — Two-to-six page action documents on specific governance issues. Each one provides a 

starting point: the relevant legislation cited, the gap identified, four possible actions a person or Circle can
take, common pushback responses, and a follow-up guide.

Working Papers — Longer documents that make the case for why the current system is failing and what 

the Mutualist alternative looks like. These provide intellectual grounding.

Policy Frameworks — Detailed specifications of how specific Mutualist reforms would work in practice. 
If your issue is addressed by a policy framework, it contains the full design: the specific standard, the 
implementation mechanism, and the enforcement approach.

If Your Issue Is Not Yet Addressed

The document suite is growing. If your Circle's issue is not addressed by an existing fact sheet or policy 

framework, the movement can assist. If you bring a well-defined issue — a specific governance concern, 
the relevant legislation, and a sense of what the gap is — the movement can help with research, framing, 

and building a fact sheet or policy framework from that foundation.

Letting the Movement Know

The movement does not require Circles to report anything. But it is genuinely useful to know where 

Circles are working, what issues they are tackling, what is working, and where people are getting stuck. 
This information improves the fact sheets over time and helps Circles working on the same issue find 

each other.

VI. Staying on the Issue

Why Circles Drift — and Why It Matters

Every Circle eventually has a meeting where someone raises a concern that is real and legitimate but turns
the group toward ideology rather than action. This is not a character failure. It is a natural consequence of 

bringing together people who care about their community.

The problem is not the opinion. The problem is that ideology arguments are unwinnable inside a Circle 
and unnecessary for the work. Whether the council's lack of transparency is the result of conservative 

small-government philosophy or progressive administrative culture or simple human self-interest does not
change what the Circle is asking for.
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The Structure Does Most of the Work

The issue selection filter — local enough, specific enough, cross-political — prevents most ideology drift 
before it starts. An issue that survives all three questions cannot be framed as a left or right issue. The 

meeting agenda, which has no slot for general discussion, prevents ideology from finding a home in the 
meeting structure.

When a meeting stays on structure, ideology rarely surfaces as a problem. It is the unstructured meetings 

— the ones that begin without a clear decision to make — that drift into politics.

The Cross-Political Advantage

A Circle that has stayed cross-political through its first campaign has a significant advantage when it 
brings its ask to the relevant authority. A council facing a delegation from a politically homogeneous 
group can frame the group as a political faction and dismiss the concern accordingly. A council facing a 

delegation where the Conservative farmer and the NDP teacher and the person who has never voted are 
standing together cannot do that.

When the community walks in together, the council cannot write them off as a political faction. They
are the community. That is harder to ignore.

VII. Following Through

When the Response Is Positive

A positive response to your initial ask — a council motion passed, an MLA commitment made, a policy 
adopted — is the beginning of the follow-through phase, not the end of the campaign. The Circle's job 

now is to ensure that the commitment is implemented.

Document the commitment: the specific decision made, the date, the vote count or the written 
commitment, and what it requires. Assign a Circle member to monitor implementation. Set a check-in 

date six weeks after the commitment.

When the Response Is a Stall

A stall is a response that acknowledges the concern without committing to any specific action or timeline.

"We'll look into it." "We take this seriously." "This is being considered." These are stalls.

The response to a stall is four specific questions in writing: Who in your office is responsible for 
reviewing this? What will the review involve? When will you report a decision? Will that report be made 

public?

When the Response Is a Refusal

A refusal is honest and, in some ways, easier to work with than a stall. A specific refusal gives you 
something to respond to. Ask the decision-maker to confirm the refusal in writing, with the specific 
reason.

A well-documented refusal at the right moment in an election cycle is more powerful than a granted 

request two years before an election. The Circle's job is to make the refusal part of the public record and 
to ensure voters know about it when it matters.
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Recognizing a Real Win

A real win is when the specific standard you asked for is implemented, documented, and operating. Not 
when the motion passes. Not when the commitment is made. When the minutes are actually published 

within 48 hours. When the budget working sessions are actually held.

Celebrate the win explicitly. Name it in your Circle meeting. Tell the community. Thank the decision-
maker publicly, specifically, and genuinely.

Recognizing a Failure

Not every campaign succeeds. Some issues are not winnable at this time with this Circle in this 

community. Recognizing failure honestly is as important as recognizing success.

A failure is not a defeat. It is information. What did you learn about the decision-maker? About the issue?
About the timing? Document what you tried, what happened, and what you would do differently. Share it 

with the movement through modernmutualism.ca if you are willing.

VIII. Connecting with Other Circles

You Are Not Alone

There are Circles working on the same issues in communities across Canada. Some of them have won 
what you are trying to win. Some of them have encountered the exact pushback you are facing. The 

Modern Mutualism Movement does not centrally coordinate Circles — there is no national office 
directing campaigns, no regional coordinator assigning issues. Circles are autonomous. But autonomous 

does not mean isolated.

How Geographic Circles Connect

When a Geographic Circle shares its work through modernmutualism.ca — what issue it is working on, 

what happened, what it would do differently — it becomes a resource for every other Circle working on 
the same issue anywhere in the country.

Geographic Circles in neighbouring communities can coordinate timing without forming a formal 

organization. Two councils in the same province facing the same request from two different Circles in the
same week creates different political pressure than one council facing one request.

How Cause-Based Circles Connect to Geographic Ones

A Cause-Based Circle working on a provincial or federal issue benefits from having Geographic Circles 
embedded in local communities along the way. When a Cause-Based Circle of healthcare workers 

pressures a provincial health ministry, Geographic Circles in the affected communities amplify the 
message locally.

Coordinated Action Without Central Control

The most powerful thing Circles can do together is coordinate timing. A letter sent by one Circle is a 
constituent concern. The same letter sent by twenty Circles across a province on the same day is a 

provincial story.
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Circles that share their plans through modernmutualism.ca can find each other and align. The movement's
website is the coordination layer. The Circles retain full autonomy.

When a Geographic Circle Becomes Something More

Some Geographic Circles will exhaust the local issues and find themselves thinking provincially or 

nationally. When that happens, the Geographic Circle does not dissolve. It evolves. It becomes the local 
anchor of a Cause-Based network.

This is how movements build. Not from the top down, but from local wins that demonstrate possibility, 

connect with other local wins, and accumulate into something that changes the larger system.

Every local win is a proof of concept. Every documented failure is a lesson. Every Circle that shares

its work makes the next Circle more effective. This is how the architecture changes — from the 
kitchen table outward.

———

The chair at the table belongs to the community. The Circle is how the community sits down in it. The 
fact sheets are the tools. The handbook is the guide. The rest is up to you.

modernmutualism.ca


