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its founders to “lift each of us above his cell in the labyrinth of learning in order 
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distinguished individuals from every field of human endeavor. It was chartered 
in 1780 as a forum “to cultivate every art and science which may tend to advance 
the interest, honour, dignity, and happiness of a free, independent, and virtuous 
people.” Now in its third century, the Academy, with its more than five thousand 
members, continues to provide intellectual leadership to meet the critical chal-
lenges facing our world.
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Introduction

Our Common Purpose:  
Democratic Citizenship at  

America’s 250th Anniversary

Danielle Allen, Stephen Heintz & Eric Liu

A s the United States marks its 250th anniversary this year, the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences is not far behind. The Academy was founded 
in 1780, before the end of the Revolutionary War, by many of the same 

people who launched and prosecuted that war: John Hancock, George Washing-
ton, Benjamin Franklin, and others. John Adams was the first president of the 
Academy. These English subjects turned American revolutionaries recognized that 
they were embarking on something novel in the history of the world: establishing 
a self-governing society with the promise that its citizens would be free and equal. 
To advance this political experiment, they created the Academy, an organization to 
convene members of “the learned professions,” as those with professional exper-
tise were called at the time. The charge assigned to this membership: “to cultivate 
every art and science which may tend to advance the interest, honor, dignity, and 
happiness of a free, independent, and virtuous people.”1 

It is important today to recognize what a leap of faith it was to create such an 
institution when the war was not yet won and the Revolution not yet secured. It 
is equally important to recognize the gap that existed even then between the new 
nation’s creed and its deeds.

The dilemma of slavery and its contradiction to the stated ideals of the founding 
were apparent to the founders of both the nation and the Academy. They recognized 
that this half-free, half-slave nation would have to innovate continuously, finding 
new ways of governing to help society navigate and negotiate the social and eco-
nomic changes and crises that arise when there is a gap between our ideals and our 
institutions. They faced these realities with clear eyes and knew that this radical 
and flawed experiment in self-government would need to be capable of ceaseless 
adaptation and renovation.

In that spirit, the Academy has pursued projects to understand its own history 
and has also, in recent years, launched commissions to tackle the thorniest con-
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temporary problems. This includes the Commission on the Practice of Democratic 
Citizenship, a group of thirty-five practitioners and scholars–diverse in profes-
sional expertise, geography, demographic background, and viewpoint–that we 
had the privilege to cochair starting in 2018. The Commission set out to answer the 
question of how we could improve American democratic self-government, with an 
emphasis on the centrality and agency of citizens, for the remainder of the twenty-
first century and beyond. In 2020, in a time of growing concern about the vitality 
and resilience of American democracy, the Commission published Our Common 
Purpose: Reinventing American Democracy for the 21st Century.2

Our Common Purpose was shaped by the ethos of the Academy’s and our 
nation’s founders. We listened, learned, and deliberated. Notably, we 
achieved unanimity on thirty-one concrete recommendations for rein-

venting our democracy for the conditions of this century. And we worked with 
awareness of both the Academy’s strengths and weaknesses. We determined not 
to rely only on experts but to seek input from people in all walks of life. While we 
commissioned expert research as part of our foundational work for developing rec-
ommendations, we also conducted fifty listening sessions across the country in all 
kinds of communities: avid voters and people who had never voted; Naval Academy 
midshipmen and Cambodian refugees; Midwestern suburbanites and Angelenos 
of a range of political backgrounds. We asked people what they thought Ameri-
cans shared, what their experience of our democracy was, and what the obstacles 
to their effective engagement were. We wanted to understand their frustrations, 
aspirations, and hopes.

We discovered the paradox that Americans have in common the feeling–ampli-
fied by media–that they have little in common. Yet we also found that people are 
hungering for connection, agency, and recognition. We learned that people find our 
political institutions nonresponsive and alienating. We heard a litany of challenges 
to participating in voting and in the civil society organizations of communities, from 
a disintegrating news environment to increasing polarization to opaque bureau-
cracy. We heard time and again that Americans feel they have little or no voice or 
power in our democratic institutions and processes. As such, they feel they have 
lost the ability to self-govern.

The central conceptual discovery of the work was offered by a listening session 
participant in Ellsworth, Maine. As he put it, in conversation, “A democratic society 
is a set of shared ideals, right? It only works as a group. That’s sort of its definition. 
And that, I think, can become a vicious circle. The worse the system’s working, the 
less effort people are going to put into the system.”

Here was a truth and plain recognition of our problem. We have been trapped 
in a vicious cycle: dysfunctional institutions diminish interest in participation; 
reduced engagement in civil society organizations means less learning and practice 
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of the habits of compromise and negotiation; a weaker civic culture leads to worse 
decision-making inside our political institutions and concentrations of power in 
our society. And the cycle turns.

This diagnosis then made it possible for us to name the solution. We needed 
to flip the cycle from vicious to virtuous. In a healthy democracy, inclusive and 
responsive institutions motivate and facilitate participation; active participation 
in civic life cultivates and is sustained by a civic culture of mutual respect, willing-
ness to compromise, collective problem-solving, and responsibility-taking; that 
vibrant civic culture, in turn, ensures that our institutions function well and remain 
responsive and adaptive to change. 

But how can Americans flip the cycle from vicious to virtuous? There is no 
single way to do it. We realized that securing a healthy democracy to meet the pro-
found challenges ahead in the remainder of the twenty-first century would require 
working to improve our political institutions, civil society infrastructure, and civic 
culture simultaneously. Our Commission set out to develop, vet, debate, and pri-
oritize recommendations in all three domains. 

We set ourselves a high bar for adopting recommendations. We are a cross-
ideological group, and we wanted every recommendation we developed to have 
support from both sides of the political spectrum. We would not require unanimity 
for any individual recommendation because we did not wish any single Commis-
sion member to have veto power. But we would reject any proposal that did not 
win support from both sides of the political spectrum. We took inspiration from 
Benjamin Franklin at the end of the Constitutional Convention: putting aside con-
cerns he may have had with any particular article, Franklin offered support for the 
whole and urged the other delegates to do the same.3 The Commission acted in this 
spirit. We aimed for unanimous approval of a set of recommendations even if indi-
vidual members of the Commission had reservations concerning one or another in  
particular. 

This we achieved. Our cross-partisan Commission unanimously approved a 
set of thirty-one recommendations across strategies, addressing six imperatives:

1.	 to achieve equality of voice and representation through our political institutions;

2.	 to empower voters in a lasting way;

3.	 to ensure the responsiveness of our political institutions;

4.	 to dramatically expand the capacity of civil society organizations that foster 
“bridging” across lines of difference;

5.	 to build civic information architecture that supports common purpose; and

6.	 to inspire a culture of commitment to American constitutional democracy and 
one another.
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The response to the report was galvanic. A diverse array of organizations 
became champions of Our Common Purpose, using it as a blueprint and a 
catalyst for action. Just as important, local leaders across the country raised 

their hands to become “OCP communities,” committing themselves to put our 
ideas into practice where they live. In short order, the Academy took a step with 
little precedent: it committed to a multiyear multimillion dollar initiative to make 
substantial progress on the implementation of these recommendations by the 
semiquincentennial in 2026.

We, our fellow Commission members, our broad network of champions, and 
the formidable Academy staff have for the past six years vigorously made the case 
for the strategies and recommendations intended to advance these imperatives. So 
how have we done? We can report remarkable advances across all six strategies, 
while also acknowledging that much work remains to be done. 

Our collective efforts have inspired legislation, catalyzed public and private 
investment in civic life, and broadened support for the report’s theory of change 
and recommendations. Among our significant advances is the establishment of 
the Trust for Civic Life, a pooled fund and learning network to invest in local civic 
infrastructure in rural and small-town America. Other accomplishments include 
legislation introduced to increase the size of the House of Representatives, robust 
public discussion of establishing eighteen-year term limits for Supreme Court jus-
tices, bipartisan federal and state action to expand national service opportunities 
and funding, and the adoption of ranked-choice voting, automatic voter registra-
tion, and felon re-enfranchisement in several states and localities.

In 2021, a bipartisan group inspired by Our Common Purpose, the Educating for 
American Democracy initiative (EAD), released a roadmap for excellence in civics 
and history education. Twenty-eight states now have policy aligned with that road-
map; in thirty-nine states, schools and community learning partners like museums 
and historical societies are running EAD-aligned curricular or program pilots; and, 
by a conservative count, thousands of teachers and hundreds of thousands of stu-
dents are engaged in EAD-aligned civic learning. National philanthropic endeavors 
like the New Pluralists Collaborative and place-based civic ventures like the Arizona 
Civic Life Partnership have embedded the concepts and narratives of Our Common 
Purpose into their work and strategies.

We also convened a working group of practitioners and scholars to more fully 
develop the concept of civic culture that was so central to the theory of action of 
our report. The result was Habits of Heart and Mind, an influential playbook on what 
civic culture is, why it matters, and how to fortify it.4 This was part of a series of 
blueprints for action developed by diverse expert working groups organized by 
the Academy. These working group reports addressed the following Commission 
recommendations:
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	• Supreme Court justice term limits;5

	• Expanding the House of Representatives;6

	• Ranked-choice voting and multimember districts (proportional represen-
tation in the House of Representatives);7

	• Establishing a Trust for Civic Life;8

	• Fortifying civic culture;9 and

	• Preparing democratic citizens in higher education.10

One more feature of our work deserves explicit mention. As noted above, the 
Constitution adopted in Philadelphia carried into the early life of our nation 
moral contestation over enslavement. Our social, political, and economic 

institutions entrenched racial domination. Successive generations of Americans 
have sought to rectify those original wrongs and build a true democracy for people 
of all backgrounds. In Our Common Purpose, we reviewed the history of the found-
ings and re-foundings of our nation: the original founding in 1776, the re-founding of 
Reconstruction, and another re-founding in the Civil Rights Movement. Even with 
the victories and triumphs achieved in each of these moments, it is also true that 
one after another generation of Americans has also failed to live up to our original 
founding aspirations. We have continually made our nation more perfect, but never 
perfect. Yet with each try we have fallen somewhat less short of our goals. 

With our recommendations, we sought a fourth founding of the United States. 
Our age, too, has the responsibility to overcome fully the wrongs of racial dom-
ination and other forms of discrimination present in the original founding. We 
named this challenge as a central part of our diagnosis and wrote in our report: 

“Inequities continue to track lines of race, gender, and ethnicity, revealing deep 
structural unfairness in our society. A surge in white nationalism, anti-Semitism, 
and anti-immigrant vitriol has flooded our politics with sentiments corrosive to 
the ethic of a democratic society, while people of color continue to confront barri-
ers to opportunity and participation.”11 

Our recommendations sought to address these challenges. Our strategy was 
novel and unfamiliar. It was not couched in an older language of procedural justice 
or color-blindness, nor in the now-common language of racial equity, racial justice, 
or antiracism. We focused on the question of how power is allocated and operates. 
In Our Common Purpose, we wrote: 

The form of health needed by a constitutional democracy, even in times of crisis, flows 
from exactly the areas of focus in this report: equality of voice and representation, em-
powerment of voters, responsiveness of political institutions, bridging ties across lines 
of difference, civic information architecture that supports common purpose, and a cul-
ture of commitment to American constitutional democracy and one another.12
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Our conviction was that reforms to achieve equality of voice and representation through 
our political institutions; to empower voters in a lasting way; and to ensure the respon-
siveness of our political institutions would rebalance power and undo the long-lasting 
mechanisms of domination, whether racial, economic, or otherwise, that have 
characterized life throughout the history of our constitutional democracy. 

We laid out a set of reforms designed to achieve a full sharing of civic power 
among all the members of this country’s incredibly heterogenous population. A 
particularly good example is the recommendation for the use of multimember dis-
tricts, coupled with ranked-choice voting, for congressional elections. This voting 
methodology delivers emergent proportional representation, ensuring that the full 
spectrum of opinion in a district is represented in Congress and that minority per-
spectives are represented, regardless of whether those minorities are racial, cultural, 
or ideological. With the protections of the Voting Rights Act disassembled, this 
kind of reform provides an avenue for ensuring that power is fully shared across 
this nation’s diverse citizenry.

Now, as we observe the nation’s 250th anniversary, we have invited fresh 
perspectives on the future of our constitutional democracy. What should 
come next? For this volume, we have asked nine authors–many of them 

members of the Commission on the Practice of Democratic Citizenship–and six-
teen respondents–practitioners and scholars with significant experience in these 
areas–to take up the strategies that we laid out in 2020 and to consider whether they 
remain fit for purpose. Where can we see progress? Where have we fallen short? 
How does each strategy matter for the future? Where should we put our energies 
and efforts? Should we prioritize any particular individual recommendations in the 
original report, or should we be turning our attention toward some new objectives? 
The collection is organized into six sections, each representing one of the report’s 
strategies.

	• Wallace Jefferson commends three institutional reforms in particular as wor-
thy of continued effort: increasing the size of the House of Representatives, 
achieving term limits for Supreme Court justices, and spreading the use of 
ranked-choice voting. 

	• Lisa García Bedolla evaluates our recommendations of reforms to empower 
voters and finds that–while they put the right incentives in place–they will 
not significantly drive the inclusion of those currently left out unless sup-
plemented by robust work on civic culture and practices of inviting people 
into participation. 

	• Carolyn Lukensmeyer surveys the rapidly burgeoning field of democratic 
deliberation and citizens’ assemblies–conducted in both analog and digi-
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tal forms–and finds that this new institutional design is finally taking flight 
within the institutions of American representative democracy. She consid-
ers this a success and urges further effort in this direction. 

	• Ethan Zuckerman offers a bleak assessment of the state of journalism and 
social media and underscores how far away we still are from having the 
research access that we need into the operations of social media platforms. 
There has been productive experimentation with decentralized forms of 
technology, but the balance of power still resides very much with the closed 
and opaque industry titans. 

	• David Campbell celebrates the growing civic education movement and argues 
that it requires sharper focus on one civic skill in particular: how to dis-
agree better. 

	• On expanding civic bridging capacity, Charlie Brown and Christina Jodice 
outline the Trust for Civic Life’s mission and progress in deploying $50 mil-
lion across communities in rural America; Daniel Stid highlights the Trust as 
a breakthrough for democracy-related philanthropy and suggests how national 
foundations broadly can innovate and reorient funding patterns to support 
associational life; and Kristen Bennett looks toward national service as a means 
to connect across lines of difference and foster democratic participation. 

Taken together, the reflections, ideas, and responses in this volume form a 
composite picture of the state of the democracy-renovation movement today. 
The institutional and civic culture work that Our Common Purpose catalyzed 

has coalesced into a well-understood and widely affirmed agenda. The champions 
and allies we activated have gained ground on some parts of the agenda and have 
faced setbacks on others, and their efforts continue.

The 250th anniversary is an appropriate time to celebrate our achievements as 
a nation, to identify our shortcomings forthrightly, and to imagine how to advance 
the aspirations embedded in the ethos and ideals of 1776–the “electric cord” of the 
commitment to human equality, as Lincoln called it. At the same time, we are also 
in an era of rapid transformation; looking backward will not suffice. We can learn 
from Lincoln here too: “As our case is new, so we must think anew and act anew.”13 

This next phase of work requires us to integrate the powers of AI into this agenda 
for democracy renovation. How can we put powerful new agentic technologies to 
work to help us solve the problems of representation, participation, civil society 
engagement, media, and civic education? Of course, AI tools will also bring further 
challenges for democracy, and so our work on governance must equip our consti-
tutional democracy also to govern AI. Successful governance through such rapid 
social and economic transformation requires civic strength cultivated through a 
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renewal of our civic culture, and responsive, agile governance achieved through 
renovation of our political institutions. 

In addition, we must focus more on the relationship between economic condi-
tions and the vitality of democracy, between economic and political inequality. In 
recognition of the problems with the nation’s political economy, the Commission 
recommended in 2020 that the Academy organize a separate group to examine 
the economic realities of Americans and offer recommendations to improve their 
economic well-being. That body, the Commission on Reimagining Our Economy 
(CORE), issued its report, Advancing a People-First Economy, and a companion photo
journal, Faces of America, in fall 2023.14 

But there is more to do, and these issues have only grown more urgent in the years 
since CORE released its recommendations. The rise of an AI-dominated economy 
threatens to undermine the promise of shared prosperity–and our fundamental 
humanity. The continued concentration of political power in the federal executive 
and economic clout in a tiny oligarchic elite runs counter to both conservative prin-
ciples of decentralized power and progressive principles of justice. What will it take 
now to make our economy more democratic and more committed to individual 
flourishing? What will it take to reduce the distorting effect of hyper-concentrated 
wealth on our democracy? How can we fortify a cross-ideological commitment to 
the local, to the role of place and relationship in making both our economy and pol-
ity more inclusive? These are questions the Academy is taking on in new initiatives 
inspired by the precedents of Our Common Purpose and CORE.

Though the Commission on the Practice of Democratic Citizenship has concluded 
its six-year mission to change the frame of the possible in democracy renovation, we 
three cochairs and our flotilla of affiliated organizations and allies remain dedicated 
to its purposes. We expect to stay at this work through at least the 250th anniversary 
of the Bill of Rights, in 2041. If we and our fellow champions can bring the same clar-
ity of focus, creativity, energy, and goodwill to this work for the coming fifteen years, 
we believe a fourth founding of the United States will indeed unfold.

As you read the essays in this volume, we hope you will keep active in your minds 
the image of the cycle that is either virtuous or vicious, in which our political insti-
tutions, civic culture, and civil society influence each other. Then keep active in 
your hearts the sense of responsibility for pushing that cycle in the direction that 
advances the “interest, honor, dignity, and happiness of a free, independent, and 
virtuous people.” That is the spirit of Our Common Purpose, of the American Acad-
emy, and of the experiment in constitutional democracy that all Americans have 
the blessing and the burden to steward and reinvent.
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Equality of voice and representation is a foundational value of American democracy 
and a prerequisite for democratic renewal and adaptation in the twenty-first century. 
This essay considers the potential and progress made toward three structural reforms–
expanding the House of Representatives, implementing Supreme Court term limits, 
and introducing ranked-choice voting–designed to increase genuine representation. 
It also finds that their transformative potential is increased by a fourth reform: multi-
member congressional districts. America’s 250th anniversary offers a rare opportunity 
for democratic renewal that we cannot afford to waste or allow to succumb to par-
tisan politics. The alternative–accepting institutional dysfunction and democratic 
decay–is unacceptable.

In his second address to Congress, delivered in the crucible of civil war, Abra-
ham Lincoln confronted the challenge of national renewal with a question that 
still reverberates: “Can we do better?” His answer, strikingly apt for our time, 

was a call for transformation:

The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion is 
piled high with difficulty, and we must rise with the occasion. As our case is new, so 
we must think anew and act anew. We must disenthrall ourselves, and then we shall 
save our country.1

Now, as the United States approaches its 250th anniversary, Lincoln’s challenge 
confronts us again. His question has gained fresh urgency in the face of democratic 
erosion, civic disillusionment, and institutional drift.

Recognizing this moment, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences con-
vened the Commission on the Practice of Democratic Citizenship. Its landmark 
2020 report Our Common Purpose: Reinventing American Democracy for the 21st Century 
answers Lincoln’s call with clarity and conviction.

The report–at once sobering and hopeful–offers a blueprint. It aims to rebuild 
the architecture of self-government so that citizens have reasons to reengage, restor-
ing trust and cultivating a more vibrant democratic culture. Better institutions will 
yield a stronger democracy.
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At the heart of this transformation lies Strategy 1: achieve equality of voice and repre-
sentation.2 It is the foundation upon which the report’s other reforms depend. Without 
genuine representation, other efforts to revitalize democracy falter. The strategy has 
eight recommendations, three of which have gained significant traction since 2020:

	• Expand the House of Representatives to reflect population growth and ensure 
more equitable representation.

	• Implement eighteen-year terms for U.S. Supreme Court justices to reduce 
politicization and enhance legitimacy.

	• Introduce ranked-choice voting to foster broader consensus, reduce polar-
ization, and empower voters with more meaningful choices.

These reforms are structural commitments to a democracy that listens, adapts, 
and includes. They answer Lincoln’s call to “think anew and act anew,” and they 
invite us to disenthrall ourselves from outdated assumptions about what our democ-
racy can achieve.

From the beginning, the American experiment has rested on a simple but 
profound principle: representation as the cornerstone of democratic legiti-
macy. The institutions that ensure representation require carefully calibrated 

safeguards to function effectively. For example, Alexander Hamilton defended life 
tenure for judges as a bulwark against the “occasional ill humors in the society.”3 
Yet he also acknowledged that representative bodies must remain tethered to the 
will of the people. Independence may protect institutions, but accountability sus-
tains their legitimacy.

The tension between independence and responsiveness has shaped American 
constitutional history. In an 1804 letter to Abigail Adams, Thomas Jefferson warned 
that judicial supremacy over other branches “would make the judiciary a despotic 
branch.”4 Jefferson grasped a central truth of constitutional democracy: institu-
tions must be independent to deliberate freely, but also accountable to maintain 
the people’s trust.

Today, this balance is under acute strain. The Supreme Court’s approval ratings 
have plummeted to historic lows, and congressional districts–distorted by out-
dated apportionment–no longer reflect the nation’s demographic realities. The 
result is a growing disconnect between the governed and their governing insti-
tutions, a drift that threatens our freedoms, cleaves our unity, and weakens our 
influence in the world.

Strategy 1 of Our Common Purpose–to achieve equality of voice and represen-
tation–aims to restore this balance. Its structural reforms seek to strengthen the 
integrity of our institutions by renewing their connection to the public they serve. 
It reaffirms a founding insight: that democracy flourishes when representation is 
real, responsible, responsive, and resilient.
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History affirms that democratic rebalancing is not only necessary, it is achiev-
able. The Civil War amendments marked a second founding, radically expanding 
the constitutional promise of equality. A century later, the Civil Rights Movement 
ushered in a third founding, breathing new life into those ideals and confronting 
the exclusions that had long undermined them. Today, we stand at the threshold 
of a fourth founding, one that seeks to make democracy not just aspirational but 
truly representative and responsive.

The founders designed the House of Representatives to grow with the nation. 
In Federalist No. 10, James Madison envisioned a chamber large enough to 
include citizens “of the most diffusive and established characters”–a body 

capable of reflecting the diversity and complexity of the American public.5 The 
Constitution sets two requirements: each state must have at least one representa-
tive and seats must be apportioned by population every ten years.

Yet, since 1913, the House has been frozen at 435 members, even as our population 
has more than tripled. This artificial cap has distorted the very principle of represen-
tation. Today, each member of the House serves approximately 760,000 constituents, 
a ratio that would have shocked the founders and that renders meaningful represen-
tation increasingly elusive. As congressional scholar Kevin Kosar has observed, the 
current imbalance undermines the House’s ability to serve as the people’s chamber.6

The mathematics of democracy matter. Oversized districts dilute the connec-
tion between representatives and constituents, making government feel distant 
and unresponsive. Massive districts also skew the Electoral College, amplifying the 
influence of certain states in presidential elections. And they promote gerryman-
dering, allowing mapmakers to fracture communities across sprawling districts.

Since Our Common Purpose’s publication in 2020, momentum for expanding the 
House has accelerated. Three bills have been introduced in Congress proposing to 
add between 138 and 150 seats. In 2021, the American Academy published The Case 
for Enlarging the House of Representatives, and the Academy has briefed more than fifty 
congressional offices on the proposal.7 Civic organizations like Protect Democracy 
and the POPVOX Foundation have developed practical plans to accommodate a 
larger House, including architectural adjustments to the chamber and proposed 
changes to House rules.

Expanding the House envisions a structural reform to restore core purposes 
of representation. It brings government closer to the governed, strengthens the 
legitimacy of our institutions, and reaffirms the foundational belief that democ-
racy begins with the people.

Historical precedent confirms that expanding the House is both feasible and 
consistent with the founders’ vision. Until 1913, Congress routinely added seats 
following most decennial censuses, allowing the chamber to grow alongside the 
nation. The current cap of 435 members was not the product of constitutional design 
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but of political and infrastructural convenience. Nothing prevents Congress from 
revisiting that decision.

A democracy cannot abide a judiciary that answers only to itself. As a former 
chief justice of a large and diverse state, I have seen up close how courts 
earn–and lose–public confidence. Judicial legitimacy depends on the 

same careful balance between independence and responsiveness that shapes other 
constitutional institutions. Courts must be free to decide cases according to law 
rather than political pressure and accountable in a measure sufficient to sustain 
the public’s faith that judges do not stand above democratic restraint. When either 
side of that balance is perceived to be missing, the institution suffers, regardless of 
how well-reasoned its opinions may be. 

Texas offers a vivid illustration of the tradeoff. Our state-court judges stand for 
election in partisan races. That structure can promote accountability: judges must 
defend their record, listen to communities, and accept that the people ultimately 
decide who serves. But partisan elections also carry a real cost. When judicial cam-
paigns are conducted through party labels, fundraising networks, and interest-group 
mobilization, it becomes harder for the public to believe that legal judgment is 
insulated from political currents. Even when judges are faithful to the law, the 
appearance of political influence can undermine confidence–and appearances 
matter because courts rely on public acceptance rather than force.

The Supreme Court of the United States sits at another pole. Life tenure is 
designed to protect independence, and it has done so in important ways. But life 
tenure also creates its own legitimacy problem. It can separate the Court from 
regular accountability and make the Court’s composition turn on a combination 
of events, like retirements timed to political conditions and vacancies created by 
unexpected illness or death. In a system in which a single appointment can shape 
constitutional law for a generation, a vacancy lottery inevitably raises the stakes of 
each nomination, invites hardball tactics, and feeds the perception that the Court 
is simply another arena of partisan sport. That perception–whether fair or not–
decreases confidence in the Court and, ultimately, in constitutional governance.

Term limits offer a structural, nonpartisan reform that can better align inde-
pendence and accountability. An eighteen-year, nonrenewable term–paired with 
staggered appointments so each president makes two appointments per four-year 
term–would regularize the process and reduce the sense that any single vacancy 
is a once-in-a-generation event. Predictability changes incentives. It lowers the 
temperature of confirmations by ensuring that no single health crisis or strategi-
cally timed retirement determines the Court’s direction for decades. It also reduces 
the pressure on justices themselves to time retirement to orchestrate a political 
outcome–an odd and unhealthy power for any person to wield, and one that can 
distort public perceptions of impartiality.
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The most serious objection to term limits is that they might compromise judicial 
independence. That concern is understandable but ultimately misplaced. Inde-
pendence is not an all-or-nothing proposition, and it does not require life tenure. 
A lengthy, nonrenewable term preserves the conditions necessary for principled 
decision-making. A justice can decide cases without fear of removal, without need-
ing to curry favor for reappointment, and without calibrating decisions to future 
electoral outcomes. Indeed, as constitutional law scholar Kermit Roosevelt has 
persuasively argued, term limits can enhance independence in an important respect. 
Under life tenure, a justice’s personal decision about when to retire can exert out-
sized influence over the Court’s ideological trajectory. A regularized term reduces 
that leverage and returns the timing of appointment to an orderly constitutional 
cadence rather than an individual strategy.8

The framers designed the federal judiciary with independence in mind, but they 
could not have anticipated modern longevity, nor the degree to which extended ten-
ure would make each appointment a deeply consequential political trophy. When 
Justice Antonin Scalia died unexpectedly in 2016, the resulting vacancy became a 
focal point of intense partisan conflict precisely because vacancies are so rare and 
unpredictable. That kind of conflict is not a sign of constitutional health; it is a 
symptom of a design that increasingly turns the Court’s membership into a high-
stakes contest. Term limits would not eliminate disagreement, but they would 
reduce the incentives for partisan gamesmanship by making appointments routine 
rather than exceptional.

History also suggests the value of periodic renewal. At several critical moments, 
the Court has entered sustained conflict with democratic institutions and emerg-
ing constitutional understandings. The Dred Scott era illustrates how a Court can 
become detached from the nation’s evolving constitutional commitments, with 
consequences that harmed both the country and the Court’s reputation. The Court’s 
resistance to early New Deal reforms produced institutional confrontation so severe 
that it threatened the Court’s standing. In other periods, the Court has preserved its 
authority more effectively by maintaining sufficient institutional capital, earned in 
part through public confidence that the Court is neither frozen in time nor captured 
by transient politics. The point is not that the Court should track opinion polls. It 
should not. But the Court’s legitimacy is strengthened when the public can see the 
institution as durable, principled, and periodically renewed rather than locked into 
a composition determined by chance and strategy.

Term limits would preserve what is essential about judicial independence while 
restoring a degree of regular accountability that modern life tenure lacks. Like judi-
cial elections, they recognize that courts operate within a constitutional democracy 
and depend on public acceptance. Unlike partisan elections, they do so without 
asking judges to campaign, raise money, or run under party labels. Term limits are 
a prudent institutional adjustment that safeguard the Court’s authority by reducing 
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the perception of politicization and by reaffirming a core democratic principle: no 
office of such immense and enduring power should depend on the happenstance 
of timing or remain insulated from meaningful accountability across generations. 

Winner-take-all plurality voting–the system most Americans take for 
granted–was inherited from England and designed for an era of limited 
suffrage and two dominant parties. It forces voters to choose the “lesser 

evil” rather than their preferred candidate, distorts representation, and reinforces 
polarization. Ranked-choice voting offers a straightforward alternative that better 
reflects voter preferences and encourages coalition-building.

Under the ranked-choice model, voters rank candidates in order of preference. 
If no candidate receives a majority of first-choice votes, the candidate with the 
fewest votes is eliminated, and their supporters’ ballots are redistributed to each 
voter’s second choice candidate. This process continues until one candidate secures 
a majority. The result is a more accurate reflection of voter preferences and an 
incentive for candidates to appeal to a broader coalition.

Ranked-choice voting has been successful throughout the United States and at 
different levels of government. Maine became the first state to adopt it for federal 
elections in 2016, and Alaska followed in 2020. In local elections, jurisdictions from 
New York City to San Francisco have implemented the system, reporting higher voter 
satisfaction and more-civil campaigns. Research confirms that ranked-choice voting 
reduces negative campaigning, as candidates have an incentive to seek second-choice 
support from their opponents’ voters.

This system also shows particular promise for improving women’s represen-
tation. Cynthia Terrell and her colleagues at RepresentWomen have documented 
that ranked-choice voting helps reduce the barriers women candidates face in tra-
ditional partisan primaries.9 When voters can express nuanced preferences rather 
than choosing a single candidate, the electoral landscape becomes more welcoming 
to a broader range of candidates.

While these reforms–expanding the House, implementing Supreme Court  
term limits, and introducing ranked-choice voting–each stand on their 
own merits, their transformative potential is amplified by inclusion 

of a fourth reform, which has not yet gained the same traction: allowing multi-
member districts. The pairing of ranked-choice voting and multimember districts, 
in particular, would create proportional representation, ensuring that diverse  
perspectives–whether racial, cultural, or ideological–gain voice in Congress 
regardless of how district lines are drawn.10

Federal law requires single-member districts for House elections, but this wasn’t 
always the case. Many states used multimember districts in the nineteenth century, 
and other democracies use various forms of proportional representation today. The 
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1967 law mandating single-member districts could be repealed through regular leg-
islation, allowing states to experiment with different approaches.

Multimember districts with ranked-choice voting would address several demo-
cratic deficits. Instead of drawing districts where one party dominates, states could 
create larger districts that elect multiple representatives, allowing the full spectrum 
of opinion to be represented in Congress. This approach could ameliorate the effects 
of residential segregation and partisan polarization.

The reform would also substantially reduce the incentive for gerrymandering. 
When districts elect multiple members proportionally, manipulating boundaries 
becomes far less effective. Politicians would need to appeal to broader constituen-
cies, rather than designing districts to guarantee safe seats.

The six years since Our Common Purpose’s publication have witnessed mean-
ingful progress on the Strategy 1 recommendations to achieve equality of 
voice and representation. Beyond the legislative proposals already in motion, 

the broader conversation about democratic reform has evolved. Across the political 
spectrum, organizations now recognize that structural change–not just procedural 
tweaks–is essential to revitalizing American democracy.

This momentum reflects a growing consensus that incremental reforms are no 
longer sufficient. Americans of all political affiliations express deep frustration 
with institutions that feel distant, unresponsive, and resistant to change. Yet the 
Commission’s listening sessions revealed something more enduring: an abiding 
commitment to democratic ideals, especially when citizens feel they have agency 
and institutions demonstrate that they can serve the public effectively.

Still, formidable challenges remain. Entrenched interests benefit from the status 
quo and resist disruption. Polarization complicates cooperation, and constitu-
tional constraints limit what is legally possible without amending the Constitution, 
even as political constraints narrow what is feasible. Most fundamentally, reform 
requires a leap of civic faith: Americans must believe that democratic institutions 
can be improved rather than simply endured.

The success of individual reforms depends on understanding their interdepen-
dence. Expanding the House without changing how representatives are elected 
risks amplifying existing distortions. Imposing Supreme Court term limits without 
broader attention to the appointment process could intensify polarization rather 
than mitigate it. Introducing ranked-choice voting in single-member districts would 
enhance representation, but without broader structural changes, it may fall short 
of transformative impact.

Democracy is an architecture that requires constant maintenance and periodic 
renovation. The founders built well, but they did not fully anticipate that the three 
branches could drift so far from the foundation of democracy that the foundation 
itself is imperiled. Each generation must decide whether to preserve, repair, or 
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reimagine the structures they inherit based on contemporary needs and constitu-
tional principles.

The reforms in Strategy 1 represent targeted renovations designed to strengthen 
democracy’s foundation while preserving its essential character. They address the 
cycle of declining participation and institutional failure by creating institutions 
worthy of public trust and engagement.

Democracy also requires citizens who understand their role in maintaining 
democratic institutions. This means engaging beyond voting: participating in civil 
society organizations, attending public meetings, supporting journalism, and build-
ing relationships across lines of difference. It means understanding that democracy 
is not a spectator sport but a participatory enterprise that succeeds only when cit-
izens invest in its success.

The 250th anniversary of American independence provides a unique opportunity 
to celebrate an American democracy that is capable of renewal and improvement. 
The work is difficult and the outcome uncertain, but the alternative–accepting 
institutional dysfunction and democratic decay–is unacceptable.

One of the greatest dangers of our present moment is the reflex to treat any 
proposal for structural reform as inherently partisan. In an era of such 
polarization, even neutral design improvements can be dismissed as power 

grabs. That impulse must be resisted. The Our Common Purpose reforms emerged 
from a bipartisan commission and reflect principles that transcend party loyalty: 
that representation should be authentic, that institutions should be accountable, 
and that democratic systems must be capable of renewal as circumstances change.

These reforms are not designed to advantage one political party at the expense 
of another. They are structural adjustments aimed at strengthening democratic 
legitimacy itself. Expanding the House, implementing term limits for Supreme 
Court justices, adopting ranked-choice voting, and eliminating the single-member 
district mandate would foster a more responsive and representative democracy, 
regardless of which party is in power at any given moment.

Expanding the House to better reflect population growth would benefit states gov-
erned by Republicans and Democrats alike. A regularized system of Supreme Court 
appointments through term limits would ensure that every president–Republican  
or Democrat–has a predictable and equal opportunity to shape the Court. Ranked-
choice voting and proportional representation would allow a broader range of 
views to be expressed, giving voice to voters across the ideological spectrum who 
are currently underrepresented or disengaged. And multimember districts would 
both ensure diversity of voice in the House and disincentivize gerrymandering, 
increasing public confidence in the institution in the process.

The breadth of thoughtful commentary on these proposals reinforces their 
nonpartisan attributes. Kosar emphasizes that institutional effectiveness depends 
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not only on outcomes but on internal capacity and design. Roosevelt’s analysis of 
Supreme Court term limits demonstrates how regularized appointments prevent 
durable minority control, regardless of which party holds power. Research from 
RepresentWomen shows that electoral reforms expand opportunity and represen-
tation for a wide range of groups, not for any single political coalition. 

If we allow these reforms to be dismissed as partisan simply because our pol-
itics are polarized, we will forfeit a rare opportunity for democratic renewal. As 
the nation approaches its 250th anniversary, the task before us is not merely to 
commemorate what has endured, but to strengthen our institutions so that they 
remain worthy of the constitutional ideals they were designed to serve–ideals that 
transcend party, ideology, and circumstance.

We stand at a pivotal moment, one that invites us to show that our democ-
racy is not only enduring but capable of renewal, adaptation, and growth. 
The institutions we shape over the next decade will determine whether 

future generations inherit a democracy that invites thoughtful improvement, not 
emergency reconstruction.

The reforms in Strategy 1 matter not just for their technical merits but for what 
they signal: a renewed commitment to making democratic institutions worthy 
of democratic citizens. When Americans believe their voices count, they partici-
pate more fully. When institutions respond to public needs, citizens invest in their 
improvement. When representation is authentic, democracy becomes a source of 
pride rather than frustration.

These reforms return us to core democratic principles: that representation is 
the cornerstone of democratic legitimacy, that institutions require both indepen-
dence and accountability, and that democracy must adapt to serve each generation. 
Lincoln’s question–Can we do better?–demands not just contemplation but action.

Democratic renewal is a collective endeavor to reimagine how institutions 
serve the people. Strategy 1 offers a blueprint for that effort, rooted in the convic-
tion that democracy must adapt to remain legitimate, inclusive, and responsive. 
We can do better. We must think anew, act anew, and disenthrall ourselves from 
dogmas of the past.

This is our inheritance and our common purpose.
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Upgrading Congress to Meet  
the Demands of the 21st Century

Kevin R. Kosar

Americans’ dissatisfaction with Congress is long-standing; its public approval rat-
ing has hovered between 10 and 30 percent for the last two decades. This discontent 
threatens national unity and democratic confidence, especially amid polarization 
and partisan political conflict. Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson’s proposals to expand 
the House and adopt ranked-choice voting with multimember districts are worth 
serious consideration–as are their potential effects on the day-to-day functioning 
of Congress. Reformers, however, should give additional consideration to the sorry 
state of the institution of Congress. Its staffing, technology, and internal processes 
need upgrading to better direct popular energies and representative actions toward 
competent governance.

That the American public is dissatisfied with Congress is not news. We the 
people have always had a love-hate relationship with our national legislature. 

On the one hand, we take immense pride in being a representative democ-
racy. We Americans, or at least those of us who vote, have a role in deciding who 
gets to be a legislator. That is thanks to the First Amendment, which protects our 
right to tell Congress what we would like it to do and to “petition the Government 
for a redress of grievances.”

On the other hand, Americans’ rebellious yet moralistic character streak has 
always fueled a suspicion of government and the people within it. The word “politi-
cian” long has been used as an epithet, one hurled at officeholders who are thought 
to be duplicitous or outright corrupt.

Yet the public’s abysmally low opinion of Congress over the past couple of 
decades has been too little discussed. A mere 15 percent of individuals surveyed by 
Gallup in autumn 2025 approved of “the way Congress is handling its job.” Some 
79 percent of respondents disapproved of the national legislature’s performance.1 
This is no mere blip; public approval of Congress has hovered between 10 and 30 
percent for twenty years. Only rarely over the past fifty years has public approval 
crossed 40 percent. 

Persistent negative opinion toward Congress is a problem because it is, to use 
Abraham Lincoln’s turn of phrase, loosening “our bonds of affection.”2 Surveys 
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also show widespread public anxiety about the health of democracy in America and 
flagging belief in our national governance among younger Americans.3 Which is to 
say nothing of the uptick in partisan polarization, toxic political dialogue fomented 
by “conflict entrepreneurs,” and political violence. Americans increasingly are 
eyeing one another nervously.4

America is a creedal nation.5 We are not united through a shared ethnicity; blood 
and soil do not bind us. Rather, we are held together by various ideas, one of which 
is the belief in self-government through representative democracy. 

And Congress is the centerpiece of our national system of self-rule. It is the insti-
tution in which the great diversity of the United States may convene and consider 
today’s challenges large and small. Congress was designed to be the place where e plu-
ribus could be forged into unum. This is why thinking long and hard about Congress’s 
problems is an essential component of any effort to improve national governance.

So I was heartened to read Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson’s essay.6 He takes 
seriously our challenges and presents a bold agenda to “rebuild the architecture of 
self-government” that includes major reforms of Congress: expanding the mem-
bership of the House and transforming how Americans elect House members.

The House of Representatives has been frozen at 435 members for more than 
a century. This was not what the founders intended. They expected the 
membership of the most democratic of our national institutions to grow 

as the population increased. That is why the U.S. Constitution’s Article I, Section 
2, Clause 3 mandates the taking of a population every ten years: to enable repre-
sentatives to be apportioned. 

Between 1790 and 1910, our national legislatures regularly got bigger.7 The body 
went from 105 to 435 legislators. Due to the swelling U.S. population, the average 
number of voters per representative expanded substantially. In 1790, the typical 
House member answered to 34,436 individuals. By 1910, that number was 210,583. 

Today, as Chief Justice Jefferson notes, the average House representative has 
760,000 constituents, an enormous number that will keep increasing unless a lot 
more legislators are promptly added to the chamber. “Oversized districts,” Jefferson 
observes, “dilute the connection between representatives and constituents, making 
government feel distant and unresponsive.”8 This is true. One reason that members of 
Congress spend so little time in Washington, D.C., is because they fear being tarred as 

“out of touch” and booted from Congress. They return to their home districts almost 
every week to hedge against that risk, which, obviously, means they are cutting short 
their time to get things done on behalf of the public they are supposed to serve. 

Too few legislators make for additional problems. It is nearly impossible for 
435 members of the House to oversee 180 federal agencies and roughly $7 trillion 
in spending.9 When Congress capped itself in 1910, there were fewer than a dozen 
executive branch agencies and a budget of about $6.4 billion. Additionally, having a 
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static number of House members means that every ten years reapportionment takes 
representatives away from some states. The 2020 reapportionment took a legisla-
tor away from Ohio, California, and five other states, leaving voters less well heard.

Jefferson does not stipulate exactly how many more House members there 
should be. It is a difficult question to answer. If we wanted to return to the 1910 
ratio of 210,583 Americans per legislator, we would need 1,614 House members to 
serve the 340 million Americans. This would not quite quadruple the present mem-
bership of an already unruly chamber, and would be a tough sell to the American 
public. They already dislike the members of Congress, so why would they want to 
pay for more of them?

Possibly, Jefferson agrees with the authors of the Academy’s report on expand-
ing the House, which argues for 150 new legislators.10 Having 585 House members 
would lower the representation ratio to 581,196 per legislator. That is an improve-
ment, but it is unclear how much of one.

Chief Justice Jefferson understands that an expanded House that behaves the 
same as the current House is not going to make representative government 
better. Having more fire-breathing left-wing or right-wing public officials 

will not make Congress great again. 
Thus, he advocates remaking the electoral process by implementing ranked-

choice voting and multimember House districts. The former reform aims to allow 
voters to better express their true preferences. No longer, he writes, would citizens 
feel a strong incentive to “choose the ‘lesser evil’” among the bevy of candidates 
seeking office. Instead, citizens could vote for the candidate they like best as well 
as for other candidates they favor.

There is something to be said for replacing the current winner-takes-all style of 
voting, which has a whole host of pathologies. Yet whether ranked-choice voting 
is the best option remains disputed among election reformers. Others make per-
suasive cases for other forms of preferential voting, such as approval voting.11 The 
average voter can quickly learn how to rank candidates. More difficult is for them 
to understand how votes get tabulated into final results. Many of them find the vote 
transferal process mystifying and struggle to understand how one candidate may 
lead at the end of the first round of voting yet ultimately lose.

Partly, Americans have been habituated to single-choice voting and plurality 
winners. Hence, it is important to remember that the success of whatever pref-
erential system a reformer decides to back will depend very heavily on both voter 
education and competent administration. 

Chief Justice Jefferson understands that ranked-choice voting alone may not 
be strong enough medicine for curing what ails Congress. Thus, he joins political 
scientist Lee Drutman and a growing chorus of thinkers advocating that America 
move to multimember representation.12 

https://twitter.com/kevinrkosar/status/850421726005653504
https://amzn.to/4pkA6qd
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Multimember districts with ranked-choice voting would address several democratic 
deficits. Instead of drawing districts where one party dominates, states could create 
larger districts that elect multiple representatives, allowing the full spectrum of opin-
ion to be represented in Congress. This approach could ameliorate the effects of resi-
dential segregation and partisan polarization. The reform would also substantially re-
duce the incentive for gerrymandering.13

Indubitably, the average American views gerrymandering as a political grotes-
querie. “Voters should choose their politicians and not the other way around” goes 
the old saw. Putting an end to gerrymandering certainly will appeal to the many 
Americans who are exhausted by the relentless partisan machinations to rig districts. 
Most voters also would appreciate legislators feeling stronger incentives to solve 
complex national issues rather than use them first for personal and party branding.

Nevertheless, it would be prudent for reformers to discuss further how they 
envision this new system coming to be and operating. 

Quite probably a federal law would have to be enacted to force steps to adopt 
a ranked-choice (or preferential-voting), multimember-district system. Plainly, 
getting that change through Congress presents a formidable challenge. For all the 
unhappy legislators, very few thus far have shown any desire to let go of the sys-
tem they know.

But assuming the political will did exist, there are myriad, important questions to 
consider about the details of the new electoral system. For example, should federal 
law dictate the number of districts relative to the number of voters in each state? 
California’s fifty-two representatives would look very different if they all were 
drawn from four giant districts rather than thirteen smaller districts. In the former 
structure, the thirteen members elected to each of the four giant districts proba-
bly would represent a whole range of political parties, including Greens, socialists, 
conservatives, and libertarians. In the latter example, the four winners drawn from 
each smaller district probably would be mostly Democrats.

Furthermore, reformers should devote more discussion to envisioning the reper-
cussions for the day-to-day business of the House. A system of preferential voting 
and multimember districts raises the prospects of additional parties finding rep-
resentation in Congress. That may well be a good thing, but much of the House’s 
rules and practices are based upon two-party bargaining. Would it be easier or 
harder for legislators to agree on who is named Speaker of the House? Would 
multimember districts change the very nature of the speakership in ways positive 
or negative? How would multiple legislators from a single district respond to con-
stituent requests for help? Would the selection of the chairmen of committees be 
less about their fundraising prowess and dutiful partisanship and more about their 
subject matter knowledge and leadership qualities? Would bargaining between the 
House and the Senate over draft legislation be easier or more difficult? 
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Assuredly, Congress can be made better with reforms. But we would be wise 
not to inadvertently and needlessly tear down a Chesterton’s Fence. Five decades 
ago, following the Watergate scandal and President Nixon’s resignation, reform-
ers made a host of changes to Capitol Hill that aimed to make the institution more 
democratic and transparent. In some ways, they improved the place, as John Law-
rence, a former adviser to Speaker Nancy Pelosi, has described.14 Other changes, 
unfortunately, paved the way for the polarized, toxic congressional politics of today.

Chief Justice Jefferson’s reform proposals all aim to incentivize Congress to 
better serve its constitutional and representational purposes. Each of them 
deserves serious consideration.

I would, however, be remiss if I concluded this essay without mentioning another 
route to congressional renewal.

Like any other organization or entity, Congress’s performance is affected by 
its capacity: its people, internal structures and processes, and technology. By all 
accounts, Congress’s capacity is inadequate. A 2024 survey of senior congressional 
staff found that half of them thought congressional capacity was inadequate.15 An 
earlier study identified significant gaps in legislative staff understanding of gov-
ernance issues, and found the House had fewer committee staff and nonpartisan 
legislative branch support agency employees than in the 1980s.16 It also found that 
each House member has only twenty staff to serve the three-quarters of a mil-
lion constituents they have on average. House legislative staff regularly complain 
about the shoddy software they have to use to handle the crush of constituent 
communications.

And this is to say nothing of the frozen-in-amber aspects of the House’s struc-
ture and operations. Committee jurisdictions, which decide who gets to do what 
work, have barely changed since the 1980s. The legislative process has devolved 
from an orderly, predictable process into an incoherent mess of backroom deal-
ing that makes it inordinately difficult for individual legislators to move bills to a 
floor vote. That the chamber has a rule that empowers the speaker to unilaterally 
shut down the people’s house for multiple weeks, as occurred in autumn of 2025, 
is indicative of the desperate need for enacting internal reforms that better enable 
the House to work for the people.17

The good news is that for the past six years, small, internal reforms have been 
pushed through the House by the Subcommittee on Modernization and Innova-
tion (formerly named the Select Committee on Modernization).18 The House has 
acquired artificial intelligence licenses to help legislators and staff better digest 
data and information, for example. Very few people outside of the U.S. Capitol are 
aware any of this is happening, which is too bad, because it offers us some hope 
that more consequential changes are possible. The U.S. Constitution gives Con-
gress immense authority to organize itself, devise its processes, and spend as much 
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money as it likes on staff, technology, and resources. More Americans would be 
wise to exhort Congress to use this authority to increase its capacity to meet the 
demands of our immense and growing country.
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Architects for a Fourth Founding

Cynthia Richie Terrell

The United States has never achieved a truly representative democracy: women consti-
tute half the population yet have never held close to half of elected offices. Responding 
to Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson’s case for a “fourth founding,” this response argues 
that the structural reforms he endorses–ranked-choice voting (RCV), multimember 
districts, House expansion–are all necessary but incomplete unless gender represen-
tation is treated as a foundational test of democracy, not an afterthought. Evidence 
from RCV cities, where women hold a majority of council seats, and from Austra-
lia’s RCV-elected Parliament shows what’s possible when electoral structure changes 
who can win. As the nation marks its 250th anniversary, the task is not to renew the 
democracy we inherited, but to build the one not yet realized. 

Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson’s essay offers one of the most compelling argu-
ments to date for the structural electoral reforms advanced in the American 
Academy’s 2020 report Our Common Purpose: Reinventing American Democ-

racy for the 21st Century.1 His invocation of Lincoln’s charge to “think anew and act 
anew” is not a rhetorical flourish but a necessary provocation in a moment when 
the gap between democratic ideals and democratic practice has widened to alarm-
ing proportions. Jefferson’s framing of this moment as the threshold of a “fourth 
founding” is particularly apt: our institutions–strained by polarization, mistrust, 
and imbalances in representation–require not incremental adjustments but a new 
imagining of their democratic foundations. 

I appreciate Jefferson’s engagement with our work at RepresentWomen on 
ranked-choice voting (RCV), including our research on how RCV improves repre-
sentational outcomes. His treatment of RCV correctly identifies it as a system that 
broadens voter choice and improves democratic responsiveness. What his analy-
sis only begins to suggest, and what our findings make clear, is that these reforms 
also alter the demographic and relational dynamics of who can win elected office 
and how they govern. This response, therefore, builds on Jefferson’s foundation 
by demonstrating how the structural changes he endorses are inseparable from 
progress toward gender-balanced governance, and is grounded in my perspective 
on how we might best write the next chapter for American democracy. 

My purpose in this response is to extend Jefferson’s arguments, starting with an 
essential dimension of equality: gender. In 1776, Abigail Adams wrote to her hus-
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band urging him to “remember the ladies”; her warning is as urgent now as when 
the ink on the Declaration of Independence was drying.2 I am heartened that Jef-
ferson’s analysis rightly centers the architecture of representation as a means to a 
better future. Yet the structure remains incomplete until we consider whom that 
architecture has historically excluded–and what a modern democracy must do to 
repair these omissions. To fulfill the democratic promise Jefferson describes, gender 
must be understood not as an afterthought but as a foundational test of whether 
representation is fully manifested. 

I agree with Jefferson that legitimacy depends on a lived sense of connection 
between the governed and those who govern. But a central truth remains: the United 
States has never experienced a truly representative democracy. Women make up 
more than half the population yet have never held close to half the seats in Con-
gress, governorships, or positions of meaningful political power. 

RepresentWomen’s Gender Parity Index, now in its twelfth year, documents 
this failure: Progress toward gender balance has stalled and remains uneven.3 At 
the current pace, parity at the federal level will not be achieved for generations. 
For a country that has long positioned itself as a global democratic exemplar, our 
ranking well below that of leading democracies on women’s representation has 
become a stark international warning sign.

The consequences are substantive. Research across decades shows that women 
legislators are more likely to cosponsor bills, build cross-party coalitions, and 
advance policy solutions that address the lived experiences of families, caregiv-
ers, working women, and communities whose needs are often sidelined. Electing 
women changes what legislatures debate, how they negotiate, and which issues 
reach the floor. As Jefferson argues, institutions must be both independent and 
responsive; the presence of women strengthens both qualities. 

Jefferson is at his strongest when he warns about evaluating reforms in isolation. 
His assertion that “the success of individual reforms depends on understanding 
their interdependence” resonates deeply.4 Indeed, the history of women’s repre-
sentation supports his insight: no single reform has ever been sufficient to produce 
gender-balanced governance. A system designed without women in mind requires 
systemic recalibration and, in doing so, upholds voting rights and a more respon-
sive government for all. 

Here, I extend Jefferson’s framework: Achieving representational equality re- 
quires both structural reform and institutional support for candidates. Represent
Women refers to this as the “twin-track” approach. Voting systems, district design, 
and institutional rules shape who can win; recruitment networks, caregiving pol-
icies, proxy voting, and legislative culture shape who can serve. Both tracks must 
advance together. Structural reform without candidate support risks replicating 
inequality; candidate support without structural change leaves intact the systems 
that produce disparity.
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Jefferson’s emphasis on structural reform provides the necessary scaffolding 
for this broader vision. His acknowledgment that the 435-seat cap in the House is 
a political artifact, not a constitutional principle, is an essential corrective to the 
narrative. However, expanding the House without changing how representatives 
are elected risks amplifying distortions. 

A larger House should be paired with multimember districts and RCV, as sug-
gested by the Fair Representation Act in Congress. Implementing both would: 
1) create more open seats, enabling more women and candidates of color to win; 
2) provide representatives with smaller constituencies, enabling more meaningful 
engagement; 3) better align partisan seat and vote share, correcting disproportion-
ality; 4) defang gerrymandering by design rather than litigation; 5) create incentives 
for candidates to find common ground and work collaboratively on behalf of their 
constituents; and 6) produce a chamber whose legitimacy derives from its resem-
blance to the public. 

To underscore this, note that the country’s 5,413 state legislative seats–despite 
smaller district sizes–have not produced more competition, reduced polarization, 
or strengthened civic engagement. Simply increasing the number of representatives 
does not automatically yield representative democracy; the electoral structure used 
to select those representatives determines whether new voices enter public life.

Jefferson is right to provide a robust case for RCV on its own. RepresentWomen’s 
research shows that in single-winner elections, RCV reduces the spoiler effect, 
rewards coalition-building, and loosens the grip of traditional gatekeepers–with 
women holding 52 percent of city council seats in cities with RCV.5 Maine elected 
its first woman governor after its first use of RCV in primaries in 2017, and Alaska 
now has a majority of women in its House. In these jurisdictions, women run–and 
win–in greater numbers because the system allows multiple qualified candidates 
to compete and promotes more positive, civil campaigns. These improvements are 
not theoretical: they are observable, measurable, and transformative. And they are 
already reshaping candidate pipelines.

International evidence reinforces this point. Australia now elects its House 
through RCV and its Senate through RCV in multimember districts. The result is 
a national parliament in which women hold the majority of seats. It’s no accident 
that Australia’s prime minister earned reelection in 2025 on a platform commen-
tators described as a “politics of kindness,” and that it was the first nation to ban 
social media platforms for children. The presence of women in meaningful num-
bers changes governance, legislative culture, and the quality of deliberation. The 
value of electing women is not a footnote; it is central to building the collaborative, 
responsive democracy Jefferson envisions. 

The same pattern is emerging in pockets of the United States. Represent
Women’s research on RCV confirms what democratic theorists have long intuited: 
when gatekeepers lose monopoly power over who can run, and when voters sup-
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port candidates without fear of splitting the vote, women break through. New York 
City’s first RCV election saw women increase their representation from thirteen to 
thirty-one seats on a fifty-one-member council. St. Paul, Minnesota, now has an 
all-women city council, and a woman won election as a late entry candidate under 
RCV in 2025. Another jurisdiction with RCV, Salt Lake City, Utah, elected a majority 
of women to its council last year. These are not anomalies; they are early indicators 
of what becomes possible when electoral structures reward candidates who find 
common ground, civility, and broad voter engagement. 

Crucially, RCV matches the scale and character of American democracy and is 
best suited for nonpartisan local elections. More than 80 percent of the 520,000 
elected offices in the United States are local, nonpartisan positions, making party-
list proportional representation inapplicable to those elections. If we want fair 
representation across the ballot, RCV is essential. It keeps elections rooted in com-
munities, preserves voter-centered competition, and ensures that every voice shapes 
representation.

At the same time, while roughly 420,000 of America’s elected offices are well-
served by single-winner RCV, the remaining seats–particularly legislative bodies 
where proportionality truly matters–require the added strength of proportional 
RCV (PRCV). This is where Jefferson’s openness to multimember districts becomes 
essential. RCV provides the foundation; PRCV completes the structure. The task 
before us is not to choose between them but to apply each reform where it delivers 
the most significant benefit: RCV for the vast majority of local elections, and PRCV 
where fair representation requires proportional outcomes. In combination, these 
reforms respond directly to Jefferson’s call for institutions that broaden partici-
pation, elevate underrepresented voices, and restore democratic legitimacy. PRCV 
has already launched in major cities like Portland, Oregon, and its long history 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, suggests a powerful impact on policies to address 
needs like housing.

Where Jefferson gestures, I endorse emphatically: PRCV is the most viable  
American form of proportional representation. It preserves candidate-
centric elections, supports independents, and aligns more effectively 

with Voting Rights Act jurisprudence than party-list systems–with the Supreme 
Court’s likely gutting of traditional remedies for racial minority vote dilution 
making an alternative remedy all the more urgent. It also addresses Jefferson’s 
foundational concerns: PRCV enhances responsiveness, accountability, and fairness. 
Giving parties control of their nominations is a nonstarter politically. Many state 
parties are run by dogmatic insiders who may not recruit and support women, men 
of color, young people, or party insurgents, and voters have grown deeply invested 
in choosing party nominees. On a practical level, for House elections, more than 
half of the states have fewer than seven House seats, meaning candidates often 
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need at least 16 percent of the vote to win; in fourteen states with one to three seats, 
they may need more than 25 percent. Small parties and emerging constituencies 
struggle under these conditions. PRCV is the most viable way to ensure real voter 
choice and fair representation.

PRCV also changes how legislators govern. Americans do not expect represen-
tatives to simply toe the party line; Congress functions best when leaders have 
individual agency. Illinois’s one-hundred-year history with a similar system shows 
that PRCV supports this norm. Rather than proliferating small parties, PRCV allows 
major parties to breathe while enabling independents and smaller groups to hold 
them accountable.

In this way, PRCV does more than improve election mechanics; it operationalizes 
Jefferson’s ideal of equality of voice. It creates conditions in which women, commu-
nities of color, and underrepresented constituencies can participate fully and lead 
effectively. It makes representation responsive and democratic legitimacy durable.

As Jefferson writes, moments of institutional crisis demand transformation. The 
250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence offers not commemoration 
but accountability. Two hundred and fifty years after declaring equality, the United 
States still relies on an antiquated winner-take-all system inherited from the very 
nation we sought independence from. Two hundred and fifty years after rejecting 
monarchy, our institutions face tests of executive power that would have alarmed 
Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson alike.

What we need now is not a renewal of the democracy we inherited but the 
construction of a democracy we were promised and have never fully built. This 
anniversary is therefore not a milestone but a mandate for action. 

The 250th anniversary of American independence should not simply honor what 
has been achieved, but should challenge us to build what has never yet existed: a truly 
representative democracy. The following two hundred and fifty years must center 
women–fully included, wholly represented, and completely empowered to lead.

Jefferson is right: a “fourth founding” is within reach. But it will only succeed if 
women are not merely present but central; not merely beneficiaries but architects. 

The representation-concerned reforms in Our Common Purpose–RCV, multi-
member districts, House expansion, and Supreme Court term limits–are not just 
technical adjustments. They are the scaffolding for a democracy worthy of its peo-
ple, one that reflects the nation it serves. 

Let us, as Jefferson urges, disenthrall ourselves from the dogmas of the quiet 
past. And let us do so with women at the table, shaping the future of American 
democracy; not as an afterthought, but as its foundation. 
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Term Limits & Democratic Renewal

Kermit Roosevelt

Responding to Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson’s assessment of the American Acad-
emy of Arts and Sciences’ Our Common Purpose report, this essay focuses on the 
proposal of term limits for Supreme Court justices. It argues that life tenure is not 
necessary for judicial independence and that in fact it produces a judiciary suscepti-
ble to permanent capture by a minority party. There is no theoretical reason to think 
that minority capture is a good thing. Historical analysis supports the point: when 
the composition of the Court departs from what it would have been if each president 
had equal influence, the Court tends to clash with the elected branches and render 
decisions that are later repudiated.

It is a pleasure to have the opportunity to comment on Chief Justice Wallace Jef-
ferson’s assessment of Strategy 1 of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences’ 
Our Common Purpose report: to achieve equality of voice and representation.1 

Anyone paying even cursory attention to the state of the nation can see that we are at 
a moment of crisis. Our governing structures and institutions are being tested more 
severely than at any other time in living memory. And some of them do not appear 
to be up to the task of sustaining the American experiment in self-governance.

Crisis provides both clarity and a moment at which the nation’s attention can 
be focused on change. A critical look at which institutions are failing and why can 
offer us a path forward to a renewal of our fundamental democratic commitments. 

That is the goal of Our Common Purpose: to reinvent American democracy for 
the twenty-first century. The report is, in Jefferson’s words, “at once sobering and 
hopeful.”2 It offers concrete proposals to improve the functioning of our democracy 
and to connect our citizens more closely to each other and to the ideals of our nation. 

Jefferson focuses on three recommendations from Strategy 1: expanding the 
House of Representatives, implementing eighteen-year term limits for Supreme 
Court justices, and introducing ranked-choice voting. I believe that all of these 
are important and valuable. Enlarging the House of Representatives will reduce 
the number of people each representative represents, allowing for a tighter and 
more meaningful connection between the governors and the governed. It will also 
improve the structural problems of partisan and incumbent-protective gerryman-
dering, helping the electoral system to reflect the true wishes of the people. 
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Ranked-choice voting, likewise, nudges our system closer to a true democracy. 
Under the current approach of partisan primaries and plurality voting, the winners 
of “safe” congressional districts are effectively determined by the primary elec-
tions. Turnout for primary elections tends to be around 20 percent. Thus, in many 
cases, the most politically engaged and extreme 20 percent of one party’s voters 
pick the ultimate winner. Ranked-choice voting allows moderates who represent 
the median voter the chance to prevail. It produces representatives who have incen-
tives to cooperate across the aisle to get things done, rather than engage in political 
showboating to please extremists.

Other recommendations from Strategy 1 are also important. Repealing the 
requirement of single-member districts for the House would allow for proportional 
representation, increasing diversity and reducing the incentive to gerrymander. 
Independent redistricting commissions provide a direct way to address the prob-
lem of partisan and incumbent-protecting gerrymanders. And campaign finance 
reform would help our political system respond to the will of the people rather than 
the money of the powerful. Many of these reforms supplement each other syner-
gistically. Together, they offer a powerful blueprint for improvement.

I focus here, however, on another recommendation in Strategy 1: term limits for 
Supreme Court justices. I have been interested in this issue for years, and I was a 
member of both President Joe Biden’s Commission on Supreme Court Reform and 
the American Academy’s Commission on the Practice of Democratic Citizenship 
working group that produced the report The Case for Supreme Court Term Limits.3 I am 
gratified that Jefferson endorses the proposal and I agree with his assessment: term 
limits are a nonpartisan solution to a structural flaw in our appointments process. 
In what follows, I attempt to make this case by unpacking the concept of judicial 
independence and considering the history of the Court.

Everyone agrees that judicial independence is a good thing. And most people 
agree, at a high level of generality, on what judicial independence is. A judge 
should decide cases without fear or favor: judges should not be influenced 

by the prospect of being rewarded or punished for decisions that other people like 
or dislike. A desire to preserve judicial independence is one of the main arguments 
that people offer in opposition to term limits. 

But the leap from judicial independence to life tenure is a large one. No other 
modern democracy gives life tenure to its apex judges, nor does any American state 
with the exception of Rhode Island. It is hard to see how a sufficiently lengthy and 
nonrenewable term is less effective at protecting judicial independence. And, I will 
argue, according to a more sophisticated understanding of independence, term 
limits are actually a substantial improvement. 

First, what is the concern that opponents of term limits have? A common asser-
tion is that a term-limited justice will be thinking of a post-Court career. They might 
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have an incentive to decide cases in a way that will, for instance, please a large cor-
poration that could then hire them at a lucrative salary.

This suggestion has always struck me as fanciful. Such a justice is, by hypothesis, 
greedy and corrupt. A greedy and corrupt justice could strike such a bargain in a 
life-tenure system, too: nothing prevents a justice from doing favors for a corpora-
tion and then resigning. For that matter, nothing prevents a justice from receiving 
substantial benefits while continuing to serve for life. (Recent news accounts have 
revealed the extent to which some justices have done this.)

In fact, life tenure may make the problem worse because it gives the justices 
themselves extra leverage. A justice might, for instance, express dissatisfaction 
with their salary and grouse about their finances. They might suggest that if they 
are unable to improve their financial situation, they will resign in search of a higher-
paying job. Depending on who is president at the time, such a resignation might 
have an enormous impact on the partisan balance of power on the Court. If, for 
instance, a conservative justice suggested such a thing while a Democrat were pres-
ident, conservatives would be highly motivated to act to retain that justice.

Second, we should consider what it means for the Court to be independent. We 
should ask from whom it is supposed to be independent. The conventional answer 
is: everyone. No one outside the Court should be able to influence its decisions. This 
is, I think, more or less true in terms of influence over particular decisions as the 
Court is making them. But threats or promises related to particular decisions are 
not the only way to influence the Court. Indeed, they are obviously improper and, 
one hopes, vanishingly rare. The way that people influence the Court is through 
the appointment process.

Because the Court is constituted through periodic appointments, there is actu-
ally no way to prevent appointments from influencing it. The question is, what kind 
of influence should appointments have or, more precisely, what should determine 
who gets to influence the Court through the appointment process?

Our current system embraces chance (unexpected death) and the decisions of 
the justices themselves as means to determine when vacancies arise. Because these 
factors are not tied directly to elections, they may seem pleasingly nonpartisan, 
especially if one believes that the justices themselves are simply neutral oracles 
of the law. But a look at patterns of judicial decision-making shows that justices 
embody particular worldviews and visions of the Constitution. They are not fun-
gible. And a look at patterns of judicial retirement, especially recently, shows that 
elections do matter: justices time their retirements so that their replacement will 
be appointed by a president who shares their worldview.

What this means is that our current system gives substantial power over the com-
position of the Court to the justices themselves. Justices may even play a direct role 
in picking their successors, agreeing to retire only when presented with an accept-
able list of potential replacements. That might sound like judicial independence, 

https://www.politico.com/story/2018/07/09/brett-kavanaugh-trump-private-meeting-706137
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and in a sense it is: it produces a Court that is largely insulated from the popular  
will.

But is that the Court we want? Consider this hypothetical. One political party, 
through good fortune and some political hardball, obtains a 6–3 majority on the 
Supreme Court despite winning a minority of presidential elections. (Suppose, for 
the sake of argument, that if each president had appointed two justices per four-
year term this Court would lean 6–3 in the opposite direction.) Going forward, that 
party remains the choice of a minority of Americans: it wins the presidency once 
every twelve or even sixteen years. But the sitting justices time their retirements 
so that they will be replaced by a congenial president, with the result that the 6–3 
tilt continues forever.

What has happened in this scenario? The Court has been captured by one polit-
ical party. It is independent from the voters in the sense that the will of the people 
cannot restore balance. But that is not a desirable kind of independence. America 
is, after all, a democracy. Control of the judiciary, no less than the presidency or 
Congress, should not forever be taken away from the American people. A Court 
perpetually in thrall to a party that does not represent the popular will is not inde-
pendent either. 

I once debated a conservative law professor about the wisdom of term limits. 
They were dangerous, he said, because if the parties alternated presidential victories, 
control of the Court might shift back and forth. Or if one party won a majority of 
elections, it might control the Court for an extended period of time. I agreed that 
both of these things were possible. But what is the alternative to shifting control 
or extended majority control? Extended minority control. We should all be able 
to agree that that is the worst possible outcome. 

History supports this view. It is relatively easy to figure out what the compo-
sition of the Supreme Court would be at any moment in history if we had 
been following a system of term limits under which each president gets to 

make two appointments per four-year term. Just go back five presidential terms and 
allot the appointments accordingly. (It is this method that suggests that the 2024 
Court should have had six Democratic appointees and three Republicans: two Dem-
ocrats from Biden and four from Obama, then two Republicans from Trump and 
one from George W. Bush.) Using this methodology, we can see how close to or far 
from this baseline the actual Supreme Court was at particular moments in history.

It turns out that periods of significant departure from this formula have featured 
conflict between the Court and other branches of government, as well as deci-
sions that history has judged harshly. By contrast, periods in which the Court has 
remained closer to this baseline have generally featured cooperation between the 
Court and the other branches of government and have been marked by decisions 
that history has viewed more favorably.  
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Dred Scott, for instance, was the product of an out-of-balance Court. If each pres-
ident had appointed two justices, that Court would have had four Whig appointees 
(two each from the Taylor/Fillmore and Harrison/Tyler administrations) and five 
Democrats (two from Pierce, two from Polk, and one from van Buren). Instead, it 
was a 7–2 Democratic majority with four justices, including Chief Justice Roger 
Taney, appointed by Andrew Jackson. 

Dred Scott, of course, is now a reviled decision. And Congress soon thereafter 
enlarged the Court to give Lincoln another appointment in order to reduce the 
influence of the Democrats.

In 1935, what would have been a 6–3 Republican Court tilted further away from 
the Democrats than it should have; the actual composition was 7–2. FDR had no 
appointments during his first term; giving him two would likely have shifted the 
balance of power on the actual Court such that 5–4 decisions like Carter v. Carter Coal 
(which limited Congress’s power to regulate interstate commerce) and Morehead 
v. Tipaldo (which found a minimum wage law for women to be unconstitutional) 
would have gone the other way. The Court’s opposition to the New Deal is now 
generally rejected. And FDR proposed his court-packing plan in response to the 
inability of the people to affect the composition of the Court in the landslide Dem-
ocratic victories of 1932 and 1936. 

Dred Scott and the battle over the New Deal occurred, at least in part, because 
the composition of the Court strayed from the national will as expressed in presi-
dential elections. By contrast, the Court that decided Brown v. Board of Education and 
the “one person, one vote” cases that significantly enhanced the responsiveness 
of our democracy was largely in line with where it should have been. That Court 
cooperated with Congress; Brown was supplemented by civil rights acts and the 
Voting Rights Act.

We are now three justices away from where we should be, further than the 
Dred Scott Court. It is not surprising that today’s Court has found itself in conflict 
with the other branches of government. It is not surprising that court-packing has 
been floated as a solution. But court-packing is a one-time partisan fix that risks 
an escalating cycle of retaliation. Term limits are a forward-looking, nonpartisan 
structural improvement to the system that can prevent the problems from arising. 
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Activating the Left Out: 
Enhancing U.S. Voter Engagement

Lisa García Bedolla

In the 2020 presidential election, the highest-turnout U.S. election in decades, only 
67 percent of eligible voters participated; almost one-third stayed home. This essay 
explores how to activate nonvoters through electoral reforms such as those proposed 
in Our Common Purpose, many of which have been implemented in California. It 
also looks at the importance of voter education and mobilization efforts using effec-
tive messaging and trusted messengers to engage nonvoters. I argue that, if we want 
our democracy to be as healthy, robust, and inclusive as possible, then we need inten-
tional action, as was laid out in Our Common Purpose. We need to change how we 
administer elections. And we also need to make the investments necessary to educate 
and mobilize disengaged eligible voters and scaffold them into the electoral process.

Democracy in the United States was never meant to be fully participatory.1 
For much of the nation’s history, the franchise was limited to those who 
owned property, were white, or were male.2 Even though many of those 

legal restrictions were lifted by the mid-twentieth century, other barriers to enfran-
chisement remain: Election Day is not a holiday as it is in many other democratic 
systems; eligible voters are, in most states, required to register to vote well before 
Election Day; and ballots tend to be long and confusing, making engaging in the 
political process challenging for those with limited political knowledge, or for 
whom English is not their first language. 

In recent years, states have been engaged in practices that can be expected to 
lower voter turnout even further. For example, as of April 2026, thirty-six states 
require that voters provide some form of identification in order to vote.3 Although 
analysts may disagree as to whether requiring voter identification is a good elec-
toral policy, studies exploring its impact strongly suggest that the implementation 
of voter identification requirements can be expected to depress voter turnout.4 In 
addition, the U.S. Election Assistance Commission found that “states reported 
removing 21,298,175 records from their voter lists,” which “was equal to 9.1% of 
the total number of voters who were registered in the United States as of the close 
of registration for the 2024 general election.”5 That rate of purging was 21 percent 
higher than was reported by jurisdictions from 2014 to 2016.6
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It should not be surprising, then, that voter participation rates in the United 
States are among the lowest of any advanced industrialized country. In presiden-
tial elections, U.S. voter turnout over the last two decades has hovered around 50 
to 60 percent of eligible voters.7 The 2020 presidential election, when states and 
localities loosened restrictions on absentee voting and sent mail-in ballots to all 
registered voters, was the high-water mark for presidential voter turnout in the 
United States, with almost 67 percent of eligible voters turning out to vote.8 Even 
so, that means almost one-third of eligible voters stayed home. That turnout rate 
decreased in 2024 to only 64 percent of eligible voters. Given how close U.S. elec-
tion results have become, one could argue that our elections are being decided, by 
and large, by who chooses to stay home on Election Day.

It is important, then, to consider the motivations and behavior of the nonvot-
ing segment of the U.S. eligible voter population: those who can vote but choose 
not to. We know that nonvoters are not randomly distributed; they skew younger, 
poorer, male, and nonwhite.9 These voters are not apathetic. In fact, they often 
are highly engaged in U.S. political discourse.10 But, they–for good, logical, and 
historic reasons–do not see electoral politics as a place that is going to address the 
very real problems they face on a daily basis. I would note that a focus on engaging 
nonvoters should not be seen as a partisan issue; ensuring that all Americans feel 
empowered and engaged in our democracy is a goal we should all share–for the 
good of our democracy and the legitimacy of our democratic institutions.

This is why Our Common Purpose, the 2020 report published by the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, lays out a series of strategies and recommendations 
designed to empower voters and encourage higher levels of U.S. voter engagement, 
particularly among those currently disenfranchised.11 The report focuses on pro-
cedural changes to make voting easier, such as establishing vote centers with early 
voting opportunities, making Election Day a federal holiday honoring our veterans, 
implementing same-day registration and automatic voter registration, and allowing 
sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds to preregister to vote, along with leveraging the role 
that schools can play in helping to integrate young people into the voting process. 
The report also focuses on how to encourage behavioral changes. For this essay, using 
electoral reforms in California as a case study, I explore what would need to change 
in our electoral system for U.S. democracy to reach its full, participatory potential.

Over the past decade, California has been home to some of the most dra-
matic changes to electoral administration of any state in the country. It 
is important to note how these changes came about politically and what 

their impacts have been. In terms of their genesis, The James Irvine Foundation, 
a private foundation that had long funded voting rights work, decided to try to 
address the historically adversarial nature of this domain, which often pitted vot-
ing rights advocates against county registrars and others who managed the state’s 
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electoral administration infrastructure. They founded the Future of California 
Elections (FOCE) in 2011, a “nonpartisan network of election officials, reform 
advocates, civil rights organizations, and civic engagement groups collaborating to 
advance effective and inclusive election policies and practices.”12 Over the course 
of many years, FOCE convened these groups in order to arrive at a set of agreed-
upon priorities and policy changes designed to streamline and improve electoral 
administration in California.

The result has been extraordinary. The most transformative piece of legislation 
to come out of the FOCE coalition is the Voter’s Choice Act (VCA). Passed in 2016, 
the VCA “modernizes elections in California by allowing counties to conduct elec-
tions under a model which provides greater flexibility and convenience for voters. 
This election model allows voters to choose how, when, and where to cast their 
ballot by: mailing every voter a ballot; expanding in-person early voting; allowing 
voters to cast a ballot at any vote center within their county; [and] providing secure 
ballot drop off locations throughout the county.”13 Because the VCA entails fairly 
dramatic changes to voting methods and systems, the act also requires that local 
jurisdictions conduct significant outreach and provide information to voters about 
these changes. However, the VCA is an optional law: counties are not required to 
participate, and the state provides few resources to help them with implementa-
tion. As is true in all states, registrars across California’s fifty-eight counties have 
differing capacities, in terms of staff and resources, to implement the changes 
required under the VCA. It is therefore not surprising that, as of 2026, only thirty 
of California’s fifty-eight counties have agreed to adopt the law’s requirements.14 

In addition to the VCA, California allows sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds to 
preregister to vote, provides for conditional voter registration on Election Day, 
and has instituted automatic voter registration when eligible individuals visit the 
Department of Motor Vehicles and other state agencies.15 Thus, California has 
implemented many of the changes recommended in Our Common Purpose, with 
many democratic successes as well as a few lessons learned.

In terms of automatic voter registration, according to the California Secretary 
of State’s fifteen-day registration reports, by the November 2024 general election, 
the first after automatic voter registration went into effect under Assembly Bill 1461, 
nearly 84 percent of California’s eligible voters were registered to vote, compared 
to 78 percent in November 2016.16 So registration rates have increased in nontrivial 
ways since the law was passed. However, California has yet to implement an auto-
matic preregistration system for sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds. To preregister, 
this demographic must opt in when offered the opportunity, such as when apply-
ing for a driver’s license or in a school setting; it does not happen automatically. In 
terms of the impact of preregistration, a 2024 report from California’s Secretary of 
State found that about 1.2 million sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds in California had 
preregistered to vote since they became eligible in 2016.17 This comprises about 13 
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percent of eligible young voters in California during that eight-year period. Critics 
contend that neither automatic voter registration nor sixteen- and seventeen-year-
old preregistration was implemented as effectively as it could have been. Instead, 
they argue, California should institute a fully automatic voter registration system 
and, for preregistration to be as effective as possible, it needs to be coupled with a 
civic education effort in schools that would teach young people why preregistra-
tion and, subsequently, voting are important things for them to do, as Our Common 
Purpose recommends.18 

The importance of education is a key lesson learned around the Voter’s Choice 
Act as well. It is worth noting that the VCA has not been fully implemented in the 
state, so its long-term impact is as yet unknown. But the preliminary studies so far 
suggest how difficult it is to change voting systems and educate voters about those 
changes. The VCA requires that registrars conduct outreach and engage their com-
munity as part of the VCA transition. A study looking at implementation efforts 
in the March 2020 primary election found that, despite the registrars’ significant 
outreach efforts, two-thirds of voters were unaware of the VCA changes.19 Even 
with these difficulties, the act does seem to be having a positive impact on voter 
turnout. In the 2022 midterm election, the most recent election for which the Cal-
ifornia Secretary of State provides data, there was a 4 percentage point difference 
in turnout when comparing VCA counties to non-VCA counties when Los Angeles 
(LA) County was excluded.20 It is important to look at the non-LA-county VCA out-
comes because LA County has historically had voting rates that were significantly 
lower than the state as a whole. For example, in November 2022, statewide turnout 
was 50.8 percent but only 44 percent in LA County.21 

The lesson from California, then, is that changes to electoral administration 
that make voting easier are necessary, but not sufficient, ingredients to engaging 
disengaged voters. Voter education is a difficult and long-term process that takes 
intentional investments, strategies, and resources. California is on the cutting edge 
of these efforts, but much work remains to be done before these structural changes 
to election administration make a difference at the ballot box, particularly in places 
like LA County.

Knowledge will forever govern ignorance; and a people who mean to be their own governors must 
arm themselves with the power which knowledge gives.22

—James Madison

The other ingredient essential to voter engagement is direct voter educa-
tion and mobilization. My analysis in this section draws on more than two 
decades of work with community-based organizations in California and 
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nationally. Those efforts have included direct evaluation of canvassing efforts, 
examination of political discussion networks and their impacts on feelings of 
political agency and civic engagement, and dozens of focus groups and surveys 
I conducted in order to explore political attitudes and engagement in the pre- and 
post-COVID eras.23 A common thread that runs through all of this work is that the 
way we teach civic engagement in schools–namely, without helping future vot-
ers connect what they are learning in school about the federal government to their 
daily lives–and how we run political campaigns–with a focus on engaging likely 
voters and little attention to those who are less engaged–combine to help explain 
why voter participation is so low in the United States.

Civic education is about more than just fostering civic knowledge, such as the 
ability to know one’s congressperson or name all three branches of government.24 
Civic knowledge is only valuable insofar as it serves the purpose of giving students 
the confidence to become actively engaged in civic life. Yet that is rarely what stu-
dents get in school. Instead, civics is often taught as rote memorization of facts 
rather than the development of culturally competent democratic understanding 
and engagement. We need a broader understanding of civic learning as

a process through which young people develop the knowledge, skills, and commit-
ments to interact effectively with fellow community members to address shared prob-
lems. It includes preparation for both civic engagement (or practices seeking to pro-
mote the public good through non-governmental organizations and informal com-
munity work) and political engagement (or activities aiming to influence state action 
through formal avenues such as voting, lobbying, petitioning, or protesting).25

This definition from education scholar John Rogers and colleagues assumes that 
civic education is about more than just fostering civic knowledge. In like manner, it 
recognizes that civic knowledge is only valuable insofar as it serves the purpose of 
helping students become actively engaged in civic life. Research shows that problem-
based approaches to civic education are most effective. By problem-based, I mean 
that students are asked to identify a problem in their community and then, working 
in groups with a mentor to guide them, study who is in charge of that problem in 
order to arrive at an approach for addressing it. Having students learn about feder-
alism, jurisdictional overlap, and the role of governmental and nongovernmental 
actors in this way gives them a much more grounded understanding of government, 
its forms, its powers, and, most important, the avenues into government that are 
available to them to foster change regarding the things they care most about.26 

Yet few civics classrooms are structured in this way, for important political rea-
sons. In a recent study of civics teachers in a racially diverse school district, learning 
scientist Daniela Kruel DiGiacomo and colleagues found that teachers lacked a 
shared understanding of the purpose of civic education and the appropriate meth-
ods for teaching civics, as well as adequate professional development in this area.27 
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These challenges made many of the teachers in their study shy away from addressing 
political issues within their classrooms.28 In their analysis of a 2023 nationally repre-
sentative study, education scholars Joseph Kahne and John Rogers found that “25% 
of teachers reported that their school or district told them to limit discussions about 
political and social issues. In addition, because of concern regarding conflict, 65% 
decided of their own accord to limit such discussions!”29 Yet, as they note, “Research 
has consistently shown that student engagement with informed examination and 
discussion of controversial issues promotes skills and commitments tied to demo-
cratic participation and, in particular, the capacity to dialogue productively across 
difference.”30 The pressure teachers face not to do so negatively affects schools’ 
ability to effectively prepare their students for democratic citizenship.

T here is a vast literature looking at voter mobilization in the United States.31 
However, because the overwhelming majority of U.S. voter engagement 
efforts focuses on likely voters, we know little about the attitudinal ori-

entations of eligible voters who do not go to the polls on Election Day. Scholars 
who have studied low-propensity voters have found that political education is key, 
as are conversations that meet prospective voters where they are, centering their 
day-to-day struggles, and messages that foster agency, hope, and possibility. I will 
discuss each in turn.

Political Education: Voters Need Onboarding. As was mentioned in the previous 
section, the information taught in civics classrooms in U.S. K–12 schools is often 
superficial. It also tends to focus on the federal government, with little information 
about state government, and rarely any mention of what local government does. 
This is ironic given that local government arguably has the most direct influence 
on citizens’ daily lives through zoning and housing laws, trash pickup schedules, 
and public schooling, among other policy areas. Because of this, most Americans 
do not know what their congressperson is responsible for, what state legislators 
do, or why it is important to vote in their city council election. Many voter engage-
ment efforts start by asking the target individual to vote. That is, in some ways, the 
equivalent of asking someone to marry you before dating them. In the first place, 
the target voter needs to better understand why their vote matters within the con-
text of a particular election.

In my research, I have found that the best place to start this educational con-
versation is by asking the individual what they care most about or what they see 
as the most important issue in their community. From there, a canvasser can then 
talk to them about who is responsible for addressing that issue and how what is on 
the upcoming election ballot may help them move the needle on what they care 
about. Given the level of voter disengagement that exists in the United States, this 
scaffolding is critical to helping nonvoters understand what is at stake in our polit-
ical system and, most importantly, see themselves as having the power to change it.
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That scaffolding extends to information about the voting process itself. For 
potential voters who come from families with a large number of nonvoters, heading 
to the voting booth can be intimidating. Many of the high school–aged respon-
dents I interviewed for my 2005 book Fluid Borders talked about being afraid to 
vote because they did not know how to vote.32 They had seen video on the news of 
voting booths with curtains, but no one had ever shown them what, literally, was 
to be found behind the curtain. To this end, one simple thing that schools can do 
is show their students what the voting machines look like in their county and how 
to use them. They can also walk their students through voting by mail and how to 
ensure that their ballots get counted. These things may seem obvious, but for young 
new voters from families in which no one votes, providing this type of informa-
tion can be critical to getting them to turn out and vote. That is also true for, as we 
saw with the Voter’s Choice Act, changes in traditional approaches to voting. Vote 
centers are a great innovation, but they can only be effective if prospective voters 
know about them and feel comfortable using them.

Messaging the Disengaged: Stories of Success and Trusted Messengers. Disengaged 
eligible voters also need to feel that their vote matters and will have an impact on 
the things they care about. It is important to consider what types of messages and 
messengers help these voters connect with the political process. Research suggests 
that motivating infrequent and nonvoters requires messages that are rooted in their 
lived experience, speak to their shared values, name the harm being addressed in 
terms of values, make people feel like agents in their own lives, and describe a solu-
tion, not just a critique of current actions.33

This “stories of success” piece is very important, particularly at a time when 
people can feel they have little impact on political outcomes. In research polling 
and focus groups, telling stories of “people like me” winning an election, chang-
ing a policy, or making a difference in their communities has been found to have a 
meaningful impact on people’s feelings of political efficacy.34 In other words, see-
ing someone “like you” make a difference makes it more likely you will feel you can 
too. I would argue that part of the reason why voter participation rates are so low 
in the United States is because it is so rare that disengaged voters hear stories of 
democracy working for everyday people. Perhaps that is why such stories can have 
such a big impact on listeners.

Who tells those stories also matters. According to the Pew Research Center, 
trust in the federal government has shifted from 73 percent of Americans in 1958 
saying “they trust the government to do what is right just about always/most of 
the time” to 22 percent saying they felt that way in 2024.35 Similarly, interpersonal 
trust, measured as the percentage of people agreeing with the statement “most 
people can be trusted,” has gone from 46.3 percent of Americans who agreed in 
1972 to 31.9 percent in 2018.36 A 2025 data essay studying interpersonal trust pub-
lished by the Pew Research Center also found that people who were less educated, 
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lower income, had lost a job, or experienced racial discrimination had the lowest 
levels of trust in others.37 We know that disengaged American voters tend to hold 
those demographic and life characteristics, making it reasonable to assume many 
have lower levels of trust in others. That is why the messenger matters. Research 
has shown that engagement efforts that use “trusted messengers”–community 
members with similar life experiences, from the same neighborhood–are much 
more effective than those that bring in canvassers from the outside.38

The principle underlying all these points–the need for more practical, 
applicable political education and hearing stories of success from trusted 
messengers–is that political engagement is a form of collective action, even 

when we are talking about an individual-level activity like voting. People act politi-
cally because they care about something bigger than themselves, be it their families, 
their local communities, the larger polity, or all of the above. Politics, therefore, is 
fundamentally relational. It is about connecting people to a greater purpose. That 
is the core of our democracy. But as our cities have grown and people have become 
more residentially mobile, we have lost the connective tissue that binds us together 
as a polity. If we want our democracy to be as healthy and robust as possible, and 
to be inclusive of all eligible voters, then we need intentional action, as was laid 
out in Our Common Purpose. We need to change the structure of how we administer 
elections. And we also need to invest in efforts to educate and mobilize disengaged 
eligible voters in order to scaffold them into the electoral process. All are necessary 
ingredients for us to strengthen and support U.S. democracy.
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High School Voting 
Can Activate the Left Out

Jahnavi Rao

Meaningful voter engagement may require increasing sustained investment in four 
underutilized areas: low-propensity voters, civic education that fosters civic action, 
voter education that links ballots to local change, and trusted messengers. Advocates 
for election reform are correct to emphasize the need for more practical solutions to 
mobilize and scale these criteria, but what if a low-cost, scalable intervention already 
exists? This essay highlights the work being done by New Voters, a youth-led non-
profit that promotes peer-to-peer civic engagement and education efforts in U.S. high 
schools through student-led voter registration drives.

A s the President and Founder of New Voters–a youth-led nonprofit that 
has directed over one thousand voter registration drives nationwide since 
2017–I have found much of the academic literature on voter engagement 

difficult to translate into practice, either because its theoretical frameworks do 
not map cleanly to everyday life or because the interventions it evaluates are costly 
and difficult to replicate.1 Yet, in the Our Common Purpose report and in Lisa García 
Bedolla’s contribution to this volume of Dædalus, we see practical, achievable 
recommendations that pair policy reforms with the evidenced-based, relationship-
centered strategies needed to make those reforms effective.2

In her essay on U.S. voter engagement, García Bedolla argues that meaningful 
engagement requires sustained investment in:

1.	 low-propensity voters;
2.	 civic education that fosters civic action;
3.	 voter education that links ballots to local change; and
4.	 trusted messengers.

But what if there already exists a low-cost, scalable intervention that meets all four 
criteria? That intervention is peer-to-peer high school voter registration led by 
organizations like New Voters. 

To explain why high school voter registration operationalizes García Bedolla’s 
recommendations, it is first necessary to examine why her framework is correct.
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Policy is necessary but not sufficient. It is common to argue that policy reform is the 
primary or even sole way to increase voter turnout. The United States has one of the 
lowest turnout rates of any developed country, exacerbated by uniquely regressive 
laws that actively suppress voter turnout.3 From purging registered voter lists to 
voter identification requirements to polling place inaccessibility, structural reform 
is certainly necessary.4

However, García Bedolla’s case study of electoral administration changes in 
California illustrates that even the most voter-expansive law cannot overcome a 
lack of knowledge among the voting population. The Voter’s Choice Act (VCA) in 
California significantly expanded access by mailing ballots to all voters, extend-
ing voting periods, and adding polling places.5 However, implementation of this 
optional law has been uneven since its passage in 2016, and in places that adopted 
the law, nearly two-thirds of voters were unaware that the VCA had changed the 
voting process.6 This finding is not an indictment of the VCA; it did increase voter 
turnout by 4 percentage points in the state’s 2022 midterm election.7 It instead 
shows that administrative reform without voter onboarding leaves participation 
inequities intact. 

Target low-propensity voters. Effective voter engagement begins with whom we 
choose to target. Most research focuses on likely or already registered voters, rarely 
examining unregistered voters. However, elections today are regularly decided at 
the margin, with a handful of votes determining the difference between one can-
didate or the other in many local elections.

As García Bedolla observes, “one could argue that our elections are being decided, 
by and large, by who chooses to stay home on Election Day.”8 In my hometown 
of Chester County, Pennsylvania, local elections are often close enough that tied 
races are routinely decided by a random drawing using a bingo ball machine; some 
counties are even left to select winning candidates by casting lots.9 It then stands 
to reason that voter engagement strategies that prioritize low-propensity voters 
are not only the most equitable but will likely have the highest impact on electoral 
outcomes.

Civic education to make people engaged in civic life. Among the goals of K–12 educa-
tion is preparing young people for adult life by helping them build interpersonal 
networks, develop life skills, practice critical thinking, and participate meaningfully 
in communities. Civic engagement is an essential part of adulthood that is often 
linked to voter turnout and other broader positive social behaviors like volunteer-
ing or interpersonal trust. García Bedolla states, “Civic knowledge is only valuable 
insofar as it serves the purpose of giving students the confidence to become actively 
engaged in civic life.”10 

However, current civic education’s focus on rote memorization of checks and 
balances and the number of congressional representatives does not meet García 
Bedolla’s ideals. Her research points toward more effective civic education that 
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engages students in identifying shared problems and working together to address 
them.11 High school voter registration is one of the few civic learning experiences 
that meets these criteria simultaneously.

Connecting elections to local issues. To make voting feel meaningful, it must be 
connected to issues people care about. García Bedolla’s emphasis on this point 
is straightforward but essential. Effective engagement begins by understanding 
what people care about, then making the link to elections explicit. This looks like 
informing voters about what is on the ballot this cycle, identifying how they relate 
to problems addressed on the ballot, and showing how their voting will connect 
to concrete outcomes.

Trusted messengers. When it comes to voter engagement strategies, face-to-face 
canvassing is one of the most effective.12 In García Bedolla’s essay, she illustrates 
that conversations with people from the same community with similar experiences 
are more effective than outside canvassers. These “trusted messengers” come to 
conversations with shared experiences and language that make political informa-
tion more credible and relatable. Ideally, the trusted messenger is someone voters 
already know and trust. 

I n this response, high school student-led voter registration refers to the act of a 
high school student registering their peers to vote. For the twenty-three states 
(plus the District of Columbia) with preregistration for sixteen- and seventeen-

year-olds, this often includes junior, senior, and some of the sophomore classes of 
students.13 In the other twenty-seven states, this applies only to seniors, with addi-
tional students becoming eligible to register to vote at the end of the school year, 
after the spring elections in their area have concluded. 

With these core determinants of youth voter engagement established, the ques-
tion becomes how does high school voter registration operationalize them?

Target low-propensity voters. Eighteen-year-olds are the least likely to vote of any 
eligible age group in the United States.14 This pattern is especially pronounced 
among young people who do not go on to college, with 52.5 percent turnout for high 
school graduates compared to 77.2 percent among those with a bachelor’s degree.15 
High school is the last universal touchpoint for young people, with 38 percent of 
graduates not continuing on to higher education.16 As a result, high school seniors 
constitute a low-propensity but electorally important group. 

Civic education to make people engaged in civic life. Peer-to-peer high school voter 
registration embodies the problem-based approach to civic education that García 
Bedolla describes in this volume.17 Students begin by identifying a concrete prob-
lem in their own community; in this case, low voter participation among their 
peers. They then work collaboratively to address it, mobilizing classmates across 
different social groups, such as athletic teams, music ensembles, or extracurricular 
organizations, to encourage registration within their “cliques.”
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I would add that another critical part of civic education is that civic action pro-
duces tangible results. Students can observe voter registration numbers increasing, 
hear conversations around civic engagement in the school, and sometimes even see 
local election results and turnout rates change.

Positioning voter registration as an action-based project in civic education 
accomplishes two goals at the same time. Students can register their peers to vote 
and help increase turnout rates and, in doing so, instill a lifelong belief that they 
can act on a problem they see and mobilize others to join them in fixing it.

Trusted messengers. American community life is in rapid decline, with a lack of third 
spaces and fewer opportunities for in-person social interactions–that is, for adults.18 
For high school students, trusted messengers are in abundance, from their teachers, 
coaches, and, most important of all, classmates. Students mobilize each other con-
stantly, leading laps around the field as captain of the soccer team, ensuring people hit 
their marks as drum major in the marching band, hounding people for service hours 
as president of their National Honor Society chapter, or just getting their friends to 
show up to help with household projects or chores like packing up their basement. 

These same social dynamics perfectly position students to register their peers to 
vote. Because classmates have often known each other for years, sometimes since 
elementary school, student-led outreach has a level of trust that is difficult to rep-
licate through any other kind of canvassing. 

Connecting elections to local issues. There is no election more local than a school 
board race and no community more directly affected by its outcomes than the 
students at the school. Other local offices, like the district attorney setting policy 
for youth crimes or the city controller budgeting for various public programs like 
the arts or sports, also impact the daily life of a student. The opportunity to con-
nect important issues to local elections is clear for students. That is why equipping 
student registration drive leaders with information on these local races and their 
potential for impacting peers is critical. 

Beyond the previously stated reasons, there are two additional factors that make 
high school voter registration uniquely well suited for voter engagement.

Captive audience. Having structured access to a population makes any type of face-
to-face interaction and trusted communication possible. Schools have repeated, 
predictable opportunities for classmates to engage, such as classes, lunch, prom, 
graduation, and more. This allows the trusted student messenger to reach their 
peers often and at scale, without the high costs of canvassing.

Habit formation. Research suggests that voting is habit forming, with individu-
als who vote early in life more likely to continue voting in subsequent elections.19 
Intervening at the first moment of eligibility therefore yields outsized long-term 
returns. High school voter registration reaches young people at precisely this point 
of entry into the electorate, creating the potential for a single registration interven-
tion to influence participation across decades of future elections.
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This is not to suggest that high school voter registration is without challenges. 
The majority of students in a high school aren’t eligible to register to vote, espe-
cially at the beginning of the school year. By the end of the school year, when most 
high school seniors across the country are eligible to register to vote, they are often 
academically disengaged or difficult to reach. Additionally, around 20 to 30 per-
cent of students leave their home state for college, complicating turnout in local 
elections after initial voter registration.20 There are also concerns of partisanship 
and class disruption that make some risk-averse school administrators resist such 
interventions.

These constraints underscore the importance of thoughtful program design. 
Student leaders need training, mentors, and clear compliance guidance. These can 
look like sample scripts, nonpartisanship rules, and step-by-step instructions for 
submitting forms correctly.

Administrative resistance, while common, is not insurmountable. Nonpartisan 
voter registration activity in public high schools is protected under the First Amend-
ment, subject to reasonable time, place, and manner restrictions. A majority of 
states have statutes that explicitly permit, encourage, or mandate voter registration 
access in public high schools.21 Unfortunately, most of these laws are unfunded 
mandates and are not enforced, often putting additional work onto county election 
officials or state governmental entities, so they do not result in higher youth voter 
registration. However, they do provide a legal basis and justification for students 
to lead their own drives and combat administrative concerns. Civic organizations 
can help students further by providing free materials, prizes, training, and guides 
for students to lead their own nonpartisan voter registration drives.

R oughly four million students graduate from high school every year, and they 
are significantly less likely to vote than older age groups. They are not being 
targeted by traditional campaigns or voter outreach, and that’s a mistake. 

Students can serve as trusted messengers when registering their peers to vote and 
in doing so can connect local elections to the issues that matter to young people 
most, all while practicing the habit of civic action.

If we are serious about building a participatory democracy, high schools cannot 
remain peripheral to voter engagement strategy. They must be treated as founda-
tional democratic institutions and resourced accordingly. The question is no longer 
whether high school voter registration works, but why it remains so underutilized.
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From Access to Agency: 
 Civic Infrastructure, Federated  

Democracy & the Organizational  
Work that Policy Cannot Do

Adam Ambrogi

Scholars of American civic life have documented the decline of federated membership 
associations and the participatory costs of their replacement by professionally man-
aged advocacy organizations. That literature treats cross-level coordination largely as 
a feature of a vanished organizational era. This essay offers a practitioner’s account 
of the mechanism operating today. Drawing on the recent litigation, election protec-
tion, and voter engagement work of the League of Women Voters, it describes how 

“federated coordination”–addressing problems identified at one organizational level 
with resources from another–can sustain civic infrastructure under contemporary 
conditions. Engaging Lisa García Bedolla’s analysis of disengagement among eli-
gible voters, it suggests what durable voter participation requires.

T he United States has made progress through policy change and structural 
reform designed to increase formal access to the ballot. Automatic voter 
registration, expanded ability to vote by mail, different structural models 

of voting, and same-day registration have reduced many of the procedural barriers 
that once excluded millions of eligible citizens. Election administration reform-
ers continue to push for further changes, from ranked-choice voting to automatic 
registration expansion. Yet persistent gaps in voter turnout across race, class, and 
community remain, even in states that have implemented many reforms aimed 
at improving participation and turnout. The lesson is not that policy change or 
structural reform is insufficient in principle, but that access alone–however well 
designed–cannot produce durable democratic participation.1

Lisa García Bedolla’s scholarship, and her essay on increasing turnout among 
nonvoters, reframes this problem with precision. Disengagement, she argues, is rarely 
the product of ignorance or apathy. It is the product of accumulated experiences: insti-
tutions that have failed communities, generations of exclusion and surveillance, and 
an informational environment that leaves many citizens uncertain about the most 
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basic mechanics of civic engagement. A focus on election policy or deep structural 
reforms opens a door but it does not ensure that anyone feels invited–or safe–to 
walk through it.2

That invitation, and the trust it requires, is the work of core civic infrastructure. 
Among the organizations doing that work, the League of Women Voters (LWV, or 
the League) offers an instructive model in American public life: an organization 
that is nonpartisan, largely volunteer powered, and structured to operate simul-
taneously at the national, state, and local levels. For over a century, the League 
has functioned not only as an advocate for democratic access but as a practitioner 
of civic engagement grounded in relational trust and community presence.3 Its 
architecture, reach, and tactic-agnostic methods illuminate what political and 
legal scholars have described as democratic infrastructure–the human, relational, 
and organizational capacities required to animate the formal rights a democracy 
confers and to ensure that those rights are exercised, not merely held.4 As a fed-
erated organization built across all three levels, the League’s practice of building 
democratic infrastructure from the inside is among its most distinctive contribu- 
tions.

This essay draws on that experience to argue that volunteer-supported civic 
organizations hold a position that, for structural reasons, government agencies, 
partisan campaigns, and fully professionalized nonprofits often struggle to fully 
occupy. Election administrators are often rightly limited to holding the election and 
providing official, sometimes dry, nonpartisan information; campaigns are driven 
by electoral incentives–such as reaching the “next most likely voter”–that shape 
both whom they engage and how they do so; and national nonprofits often lack the 
deep local roots necessary to cultivate trust at the grassroots level. Federated civic 
organizations like LWV sit between these gaps. At a moment defined by both dem-
ocratic innovation and democratic backsliding, that position is not a supplement 
to reform–it is a precondition for its success. The argument here is not simply that 
civic organizations help implement reform; it is that democratic participation is 
itself a social good produced by the continuous organizational work of invitation, 
translation, and belonging.

The case for provoter policy reform rests on a straightforward theory of 
change: lower the costs of participation and more people will participate. 
This is a sound framework, and structural reforms are essential–they 

remain a necessary condition for democratic inclusion. To be clear, structural 
reform measures and law and policy changes have demonstrably expanded the 
electorate. Automatic voter registration and compliance with “motor voter” leg-
islation since the 1993 passage of the National Voter Registration Act, for which 
the League was instrumental in campaigning, have added millions of Americans 
to the rolls; the loosening of mail-in voting restrictions in 2020 helped produce 
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the highest presidential turnout rate since 1908.5 But turnout fell back to 64 per-
cent of eligible voters for the 2024 election, meaning more than one-third of the 
electorate stayed home even after decades of reform. Meanwhile, the ground is 
actively shifting in the other direction: as of April 2026, thirty-six states require 
voter identification, and the rate of voter list purges increased 21 percent between 
2014–2016 and the most recent reporting period.6 The reforms that have passed 
have not closed the stubborn gaps in turnout between white and nonwhite voters, 
between wealthy and working-class citizens, or between communities with deep 
civic networks and those without.7

García Bedolla’s analysis in her contribution to this volume explains why. Many 
nonvoters are not uninformed–they are unconvinced. Their skepticism is a rational 
response, rooted in lived experience with institutions that have historically failed 
or actively harmed them. That skepticism is often compounded by gaps in access 
to reliable election information. Large numbers of potential voters do not know 
how registration works in their state, what to bring to the polls, or how local offices 
relate to the issues they care most about. And beyond knowledge lies emotion: the 
trepidation of the first-time voter who fears “doing it wrong,” and the wariness of 
communities whose members have faced harassment or intimidation at polling 
places. These barriers are invisible yet decisive in shaping voter turnout.8

The implication is not that structural reform should be abandoned, but that it 
must be accompanied–and in many communities, preceded–by sustained rela-
tional investment. Someone must do the work of translating legal access into felt 
belonging, of demystifying procedures that feel foreign, of showing up in com-
munities year-round rather than appearing just before elections. That is the work 
civic organizations are uniquely equipped to perform, and it is work that market 
logic, partisan incentives, and government mandates cannot accomplish on their  
own.9

A parallel limitation operates upstream in the philanthropic ecosystem that 
funds much of the civic work structural reform depends on. As recent analysis of 
nonprofit-foundation relationships shows, even well-intentioned philanthropy 
can reproduce distance from community realities when power rests primarily 
with funders rather than with those whose work is grounded in field experience. 
Short grant cycles, prescriptive strategies, and limited mechanisms for grantees 
to honestly voice their concerns often privilege measurable outputs over the slow, 
relational work required to build civic confidence and trust. In this way, philan-
thropic structure can inadvertently mirror the shortcomings of policy structure, 
resourcing participation in the abstract while underinvesting in the human and 
organizational capacities that convert access into agency. When civic organizations 
are treated primarily as delivery vehicles instead of as partners with valuable local 
knowledge, the infrastructure necessary for sustained democratic participation 
remains fragile–even in environments rich with reform opportunities.10
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Understanding the League of Women Voters’ contributions begins with 
understanding its organizational structure. The League operates through 
a trifederated structure: a national body that sets strategic direction, helps 

develop capacity across leagues, and coordinates national campaigns; state leagues 
that manage statewide policy advocacy, litigation, and relationships with election 
administrators; and almost eight hundred local grassroots leagues that run pro-
grams and remain embedded in communities across every region of the United 
States.11 This architecture enables LWV to connect national strategy and expertise 
with action at the local level where problems are actually experienced. This is what 
scaling civic infrastructure looks like in practice: not the replication of a single 
model across contexts, but the alignment of local trust with institutional capacity, 
so that neither has to do the other’s work alone. Sociologist and political scientist 
Theda Skocpol’s historical analysis describes such membership federations–
linking local chapters to state and national governance across class lines–as the 
organizational form most capable of sustaining broad democratic participation.12

The League’s response to Moore v. Harper illustrates this model in action. When 
the Supreme Court rejected the independent state legislature theory in the case–a 
ruling that preserved state courts’ authority to review all state laws governing federal 
elections–LWV had already filed amicus briefs signed by all fifty state leagues at the 
federal level; supported active litigation through the North Carolina league chal-
lenging the underlying partisan gerrymander by its state legislature; and mobilized 
local leagues across the country to hold community forums explaining the ruling’s 
implications for voters in their own states.13 No single-level organization could have 
operated across all three tiers simultaneously. That capacity also enables LWV to 
function as a bridge within the election administration system itself. García Bedol-
la’s analysis of the Future of California Elections (FOCE) coalition illustrates why 
this matters: the political mechanism behind California’s landmark reforms was 
not advocacy pressure alone but the creation of a collaborative space where voting 
rights advocates, civil rights organizations, and county registrars and recorders 
worked together rather than in opposition.14 LWV’s partnerships with secretaries 
of state and election officials, its observer role in postelection work, and its efforts 
to educate the public on complex ballot measures all reflect this principle–that 
lasting structural change requires civic organizations operating internally to sup-
port the administration of elections, not only advocating externally for reforms.15 

Equally distinctive is LWV’s use of volunteer leadership to carry out its mission. 
Some paid staff at the national, state, and occasionally local levels provide legal, 
legislative, membership, and communications expertise to volunteers. Volunteers, 
members, and leaders–anchored in neighborhoods and trusted by their neighbors–
provide the relational presence that translates institutional capacity into community 
reach. This combination allows the League to pursue what no organization rely-
ing on full-time staff and no government agency can: nonpartisan, year-round 
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engagement, grounded in trust, with no electoral stake in who participates.16 LWV’s 
tactic-agnostic approach reinforces this position: the League litigates when litiga-
tion is required, organizes when organizing is required, educates when education 
is required, and deploys election protection volunteers when protection is required. 
Some league members focus on local committees (such as voter services commit-
tees), while other volunteer leaders contribute different skills. The League’s power 
does not reside at any single level; it lies in its ability to move resources, in its legal 
strategy and community intelligence, up and down the trifederated structure in real 
time, so that a Supreme Court ruling in Washington, D.C., can be translated into a 
voter forum in Greensboro, North Carolina, within days or weeks. 

The empirical evidence for relational organizing in community is robust. 
Voters are significantly more likely to participate when invited by someone 
they know and trust than when contacted by a campaign mailer or digital 

advertisement. They are more likely to vote when they see people who resemble 
them–in background, language, or experience–already engaged.17 These dynam-
ics are precisely what volunteer networks are uniquely positioned to activate and 
what professional get-out-the-vote (GOTV) operations are not built to prioritize, 
because they optimize outreach toward “likely voters” while volunteers are moti-
vated by democratic inclusion.18 

This is not to romanticize volunteerism. Sociologist Nina Eliasoph’s ethnographic 
work is a needed counter: volunteer-driven civic programs do not automatically 
produce engaged citizens, and can just as easily teach participants to avoid political 
conflict, defer to short-term funders, or mistake activity for impact. What distin-
guishes an effective civic organization is not the presence of volunteers but the 
structure around them–training, continuity, accountability, and a clear theory of 
how local effort connects to broader change. The League’s tactic-agnostic, trifeder-
ated model can be such a structure, which is why its volunteer base translates into 
durable participation rather than diffuse good intentions.19

The League of Women Voters’ 2024 election work makes the scale and durability 
of its civic infrastructure unmistakable. Across that election cycle, leagues made 
over thirty million voter contacts through a mix of on-the-ground organizing and 
digital outreach, while over nine million people relied on VOTE411.org–LWV’s non-
partisan voter guide platform–for trusted, nonpartisan election information. At the 
same time, the League helped protect the voting rights of more than nine million 
voters through litigation and legal advocacy. These efforts spanning voter regis-
tration, education, mobilization, and defense of democracy reflect a nationwide, 
year-round civic presence that operates well beyond Election Day. Through a grant 
program coordinating with state and local leagues, LWV volunteers maintained 
a presence at U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) naturalization 
ceremonies in dozens of cities, including Phoenix and Tucson, registering newly 
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naturalized citizens the same day they took the oath of citizenship. The national 
infrastructure funds and replicates what local volunteers execute on the ground.20

Volunteers also reach constituencies that conventional targeting ignores entirely–
including Native American communities that face severe structural barriers to voting, 
such as limited polling locations, English-only materials, and inadequate transpor-
tation. The tribal partnership model that emerged from local service has since been 
shared throughout the national league’s network as a replicable template–exactly 
the kind of federated knowledge transfer the organization’s trifederated structure 
is designed to enable. The League of Women Voters of the District of Columbia 
innovated jail voter registration and voting opportunities and worked with correc-
tions officers to reduce errors in civic information, a model that has since informed 
jail-based voting efforts in other jurisdictions.21 

Volunteers also serve as a frontline defense against misinformation and play a 
key role in election protection efforts. In Arizona in 2022, when armed individuals in 
tactical gear began surveilling ballot drop boxes–photographing voters and threaten-
ing to publish their personal information online (sometimes called doxing)–it was 
local league leaders and community volunteers who stepped forward as witnesses in 
federal court, testifying about voters they knew who had been deterred from casting 
their ballots. The state league subsequently filed a federal lawsuit under the landmark 
Voting Rights Act, and the national LWV provided legal resources to make this pos-
sible, winning a court order within days that blocked unlawful intimidation tactics 
like armed surveillance of ballot drop boxes before the election. 22 In 2022, Houston’s 
LWV discovered it could not obtain the voter registration forms legally required to 
register new citizens at naturalization ceremonies. The Texas Secretary of State’s 
office, citing a paper shortage, told the league to “find donors” to pay for or supply the 
forms. The president of the Texas LWV publicly challenged the state’s failure to meet 
its federal obligations under the National Voter Registration Act, and the Texas and 
national leagues elevated the story. The incident drew national media attention and 
made the issue visible to a broad public. The prospect of federal litigation–backed 
by the legal capacity of the national league–ultimately prompted a response from 
the state.23 In all of these instances, no level of LWV engagement operates in isolation. 
Each is supported, replicated, and, when necessary, legally protected by the organi-
zational infrastructure of the state and national leagues. The institutional capacity is 
what makes local action sustainable and reproducible across communities. 

I f García Bedolla’s central contribution is to show that structural reform without 
relational investment is insufficient, this essay offers one practitioner’s account 
of what that investment looks like at scale. The League’s practice does not 

simply confirm the scholarly literature–it extends it, offering a tested model that 
combines institutional longevity with tactical flexibility and community embed-
dedness. Four dimensions of that work suggest a framework others can learn from. 



155 (3) Summer 2026 69

Adam Ambrogi

The first dimension is civic activation and education grounded in what García 
Bedolla identifies as deeper engagement–the recognition that you cannot begin a 
civic conversation by asking someone to vote, any more than you can open a rela-
tionship with a marriage proposal. The proper sequence is: What do you care about? 
Who is responsible for that in your city, your county, your state? Here is what this ballot does 
about it.

García Bedolla refers to “scaffolding” as one way to approach this kind of engage-
ment. This issue-first, jurisdiction-specific approach is the antithesis of the rote 
civics instruction she questions–the kind that teaches students to name the three 
branches of government without ever connecting government to the problems out-
side their classroom door. Smart programming can be built around this sequence: 
approaches to civic education that ask students to identify a community problem 
and trace which level of government owns it; volunteer-led voter forums that 
open with constituent priorities, not candidate bios; and canvasser training that 
equips volunteers to start conversations with issues before they ever mention the 
ballot.24 For adults navigating recently changed voting systems–vote centers, new 
identification requirements, purged rolls–volunteers also provide the procedural 
demystification García Bedolla identifies as essential: showing people, concretely, 
what a voting machine looks like, how to track mailed ballots, and what to do if 
their name is missing from the rolls.25

The second dimension is institutional credibility built through honest self-
reckoning. Beginning with an organizational assessment in 2016, the League’s 

“Transformation Journey” examined how it could better serve and engage commu-
nities. That process led to concrete changes such as diversifying the organizational 
leadership, building authentic partnerships with underserved communities, and 
recognizing that trust in those communities must be earned through demonstrated 
action rather than stated values alone. This work of self-reckoning is ongoing, but 
sustained community presence–showing up year after year, not only during elec-
tion season–is central to rebuilding trust in communities that, historically, have 
not been regularly engaged.26 

The third dimension is information infrastructure at scale. VOTE411.org served 
over nine million users during the 2024 election cycle, offering side-by-side can-
didate comparisons across nearly twenty-nine thousand races in local, state, and 
federal elections that major media rarely covers. Because the platform depends on 
local league volunteers to collect and verify candidate responses, it is simultaneously 
a technology product and a civic organizing tool. It is also a vehicle for one of the 
most powerful resources in American civic life: ordinary people and communities 
engaging with politics and making a difference. García Bedolla argues that disen-
gaged voters rarely encounter such “stories of success” that “make people feel like 
agents in their own lives,” and that the scarcity of these stories is precisely why they 
have outsized impact on political efficacy when they do appear. Sharing them is not 
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merely good communications practice; it is a corrective to a chronic information 
deficit that civic organizations are uniquely positioned to fill. García Bedolla’s key 
point is that voting, though cast as an individual act, is fundamentally a form of 
collective action–and that American democracy has lost much of the connective 
tissue that once made that collective action possible. Rebuilding it, encounter by 
encounter, story by story, is the full scope of what civic infrastructure must do.27

A fourth, underappreciated dimension is what may be called federated coordination– 
the infrastructure that allows problems identified at one level to be addressed with 
resources from another. The Arizona ballot drop box litigation illustrates that 
upward flow. Local volunteers identified voters who had been deterred and stepped 
forward as witnesses; the state league converted that testimony into federal liti-
gation under the Voting Rights Act; and the national league’s legal infrastructure 
made it possible to obtain a court order within days to stop further intimidation. 
The Texas voter registration story illustrates the full circuit: a local chapter discov-
ered the state was withholding federally required forms, the state league president 
turned that local problem into a public accountability issue, and the legal capacity 
of the national league provided pressure that produced a resolution. Neither out-
come was possible at any single level alone. This is a form of scaling that neither the 

“thousand flowers” model of grassroots experimentation nor the top-down deploy-
ment model of national nongovernmental organizations can replicate. It requires 
all three levels to exist simultaneously and deliberate investment in the connective 
infrastructure between them. Coalition umbrella structures can approximate this 
model, but without the internal accountability relationships of genuine member-
ship or organizational affinity, they lack the same binding force.

Structural reforms are the hardware of democracy–necessary, but insuffi-
cient without the software of human connection, institutional trust, and civic 
knowledge that makes those reforms meaningful in practice. García Bedolla’s 

framework in her essay and scholarship helps practitioners understand why that gap 
exists. The League’s century of practice suggests how to close it, while its structure 
also offers one answer to that challenge by showing what it looks like, in organiza-
tional terms, to actually produce democratic participation rather than merely enable it.

The lesson may not be that local is insufficient, but that local action without 
alignment and connection to a broader movement remains at risk. It may not out-
last a single election cycle or funding period or survive the departure of a trusted 
organizer or local leader. In some cases, local leagues have closed after the depar-
ture of a dynamic leader or team. Yet in other cases, a new organization emerges 
under the League’s umbrella, allowing the work in a community to restart when 
new leadership steps forward.28 That regenerative capacity is itself a product of the 
federated structure: because the state and national scaffolding persists even when 
a local league lapses, the work can be reconstituted when new leadership steps 
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forward. An established framework, with capacity and volunteer service in com-
munity, can be an easier way for people to work toward core civic infrastructure. 

The conditions that make this work urgent are not temporary. Political trust has 
not recovered. Misinformation has not receded. The communities most systemati-
cally excluded from democratic participation have not been integrated by structural 
reform alone. What is required now, and in each election cycle that follows, is sus-
tained investment in the relational infrastructure that converts formal rights into 
lived agency. That investment requires organizations with the longevity to build 
trust, the flexibility to deploy multiple tactics, and the reach to operate at every level 
of a federal system. Volunteer power is the engine, but organizational resources–
both financial and institutional–are the multiplier that makes that engine run. The 
League of Women Voters’ model is certainly not the only form that investment can 
take, but it is among the most proven, most adaptable, and most durable available 
to practitioners working to close the distance between access and agency.29
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Americans’ disconnect from their elected officials has reached crisis levels. What 
potential do citizens’ assemblies and participatory decision-making hold for restoring 
people’s trust in their democracy? This essay explores three case studies of partici-
patory governance at three levels–in California, in Bowling Green, Kentucky, and 
in Fort Collins, Colorado; virtually and in person–and finds that Americans are 
ready and willing to participate in well-designed deliberative processes and are willing 
to accept the outcomes of deliberative bodies. But representativeness and account-
ability in those processes are essential and not easy to come by. This analysis invites 
the question of whether these democratic experiments can scale up to where they are 
needed most: our national politics.

The crisis of trust in American democracy continues to deepen. Surveys 
consistently document widening gulfs between citizens and their elected 
representatives, between communities and the institutions meant to serve 

them. This erosion of trust is not abstract: it manifests in declining civic participa-
tion, increasing polarization, and a pervasive sense among ordinary Americans that 
their voices do not matter in decisions that shape their lives.1 When citizens believe 
government operates beyond their influence, democracy itself becomes vulnerable.

In 2020, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences’ Commission on the Prac-
tice of Democratic Citizenship published Our Common Purpose: Reinventing American 
Democracy for the 21st Century, a comprehensive report addressing this democratic 
distress.2 Among its strategies and recommendations, Strategy 3 focuses on what 
the Commission calls the Responsiveness Imperative, or the necessity of restoring 
meaningful connection between citizens and their representatives. The strategy 
proposed four specific reforms: improving public hearings across all levels of gov-
ernment, requiring members of Congress to interact regularly with constituents 
on policy issues, experimenting with citizens’ assemblies to enable direct public 
interaction with Congress, and expanding participatory opportunities for citizens 
to shape policy and budget decisions.
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Six years since that report was published, progress on these recommendations 
has been uneven. Congressional engagement practices remain largely unchanged. 
Public hearings continue to follow familiar, often frustrating formats. But the lat-
ter two recommendations have sparked an explosion of experimentation: citizens’ 
assemblies and expanded participatory decision-making at local and state levels. 
While the national government has not yet embraced these innovations, commu-
nities across America have been building, testing, and refining new models for 
bringing citizen voice back into governance.

This essay examines three of these experiments. In California, a state-level ini-
tiative launched in response to the Palisades Fire crisis created infrastructure for 
large-scale digital deliberation. In Bowling Green, Kentucky, a midsized city facing 
rapid growth combined face-to-face relationship-building with sophisticated tech-
nology to engage 10 percent of its population in shaping its community vision. In Fort 
Collins, Colorado, a randomly selected citizens’ assembly produced recommenda-
tions that were then validated through direct public vote–a first in American history.

These cases are not isolated curiosities. They represent a broader movement of 
democratic innovation happening in dozens of American communities. They matter 
not simply as interesting experiments but because they directly address the trust defi-
cit that threatens democratic legitimacy. When citizens participate meaningfully in 
deliberation and see their input genuinely influence decisions, trust begins to return. 
When communities create processes that transcend traditional interest-group pol-
itics and bring diverse residents together in good-faith conversation, possibilities 
for collective action emerge that seemed impossible through conventional channels.

The focus of this essay on local and state innovation is therefore deliberate. 
While national-level citizens’ assemblies remain aspirational, state and local 
governments are demonstrating what works, what challenges persist, and how 
deliberative democracy can be woven into existing governance structures. These 
experiments are building both practical knowledge and political will–resources 
that will prove essential if and when citizens’ assemblies are seriously considered 
at the national level.

The three case studies that follow reveal different dimensions of this democratic 
renewal. They show how scale, technology, and institutional integration can be 
configured in various ways. They demonstrate both the promise of deliberative 
methods and the hard work required to make them succeed. And they pose ques-
tions about whether innovations proven at local and state levels can ultimately be 
brought to the national stage, where citizen trust in government is most damaged 
and most urgently needs repair.

Three American communities–California, Bowling Green, and Fort Collins 
 –have pioneered distinct approaches to bringing citizens back into the dem-
ocratic process. Each case reveals different dimensions of what works, what 
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challenges persist, and how technology and traditional engagement can be woven 
together to restore trust between residents and their representatives.

When the Palisades fires tore through California in early 2025, they left behind 
more than charred landscapes and displaced families. They exposed a fundamental 
gap in the state’s capacity to engage citizens at scale during moments of crisis. Gov-
ernor Gavin Newsom recognized that recovery would require not just rebuilding 
infrastructure but reintroducing community voice in the decision-making process. 
Out of this urgency, Engaged California was born.

Embedded within California’s Office of Data and Innovation (ODI) and directed 
by Jeffrey Marino, who reports directly to the governor, Engaged California rep-
resents the state’s commitment to creating permanent infrastructure for large-scale 
democratic participation. Marino understood that this could not be a top-down 
initiative. He forged partnerships across sectors–with technology platforms, 
community organizations, and local leaders–to ensure the legitimacy and reach 
necessary for genuine citizen engagement.

The fires created an unmistakable imperative: thousands of residents needed to 
be heard about their priorities for recovery, their visions for rebuilding, and their 
concerns about displacement and community preservation. Traditional town halls 
and public comment periods would never suffice. The state needed a platform capa-
ble of facilitating genuinely large-scale community conversations.

Drawing inspiration from Audrey Tang, Taiwan’s minister of digital affairs 
who had pioneered online platforms for citizen engagement, Engaged California 
developed a multiphase strategy designed to move systematically from large-scale 
listening to focused deliberation to actionable recommendations. The Taiwanese 
model had demonstrated that digital tools, if designed thoughtfully, could scale 
democratic participation without sacrificing nuance or depth.

Engaged California created a platform for residents to submit their ideas, 
respond to others’ proposals, and indicate their priorities through voting mecha-
nisms. Tens of thousands of Californians participated in the initial listening phase, 
creating a vast repository of community wisdom about recovery. But the organizers 
knew that raw input, however voluminous, does not automatically translate into 
coherent policy. The second phase involved synthesizing this input–identifying 
themes, clarifying tensions, surfacing areas of consensus and disagreement–
and then inviting participants into deeper deliberation on the most complex  
questions.

Yet even as Engaged California demonstrated the possibility of deliberation at 
scale, persistent challenges emerged. Representativeness remained elusive. Despite 
efforts to reach all communities, digital-access barriers meant that residents without 
reliable internet connections or digital literacy were systematically underrepre-
sented. The organizers experimented with hybrid approaches–community centers 
with internet access, printed materials, phone-based participation–but achieving 
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true demographic representativeness across California’s vast and diverse popula-
tion proved to be an ongoing struggle without a simple solution.

Language translation presented an additional challenge. All the information was 
available in eight different languages: English, Spanish, Korean, Tagalog, Vietnam-
ese, Simplified Chinese, Traditional Chinese, and Armenian. Participants could 
post their comments in their own language, but their comments and comments 
posted in other languages were not translated. So, while people could participate 
in discussion using their own language, they could not necessarily read what oth-
ers posted, which severely limited crosslinguistic deliberation. This issue needs to 
be addressed in future initiatives.

Perhaps more fundamentally, the question of sustainability loomed over the 
entire enterprise. Engaged California was launched under a particular guberna-
torial administration with particular commitments to participatory governance. 
Would it survive a change in administration? Would future governors maintain 
the infrastructure and investment required to sustain large-scale deliberation? Or 
would it follow the familiar pattern of democratic innovations that flourish under 
champion leaders only to wither when political winds shift?

These questions about representativeness and sustainability echo through every 
deliberative democracy initiative across the country. But California’s experiment 
had established crucial precedents, showing that large-scale digital engagement 
was possible, that crisis could catalyze democratic innovation, and that state gov-
ernment could create dedicated institutional homes for citizen voice. The next 
question was whether similar approaches could work at smaller scales, where face-
to-face relationships still anchored community life.

If California’s fires created an urgent need for large-scale engagement, Bowling 
Green, Kentucky, faced a different but equally pressing challenge: how to man-
age population and economic growth deliberately, rather than simply allowing 

growth to happen to the community. The question Warren County Judge-Executive 
Doug Gorman posed to residents captured the stakes perfectly: Do we want growth 
to happen TO US or do we want growth to happen FOR US?

The Bowling Green community was staring at projections showing that its popu-
lation would double by 2050. This was not abstract demographic modeling; it was a 
near-certain future bearing down on a midsized Kentucky city. The question was not 
whether growth would come but whether the community could shape that growth 
in ways that preserved what residents valued most about the place they called  
home.

Community leaders recognized that top-down planning would fail. They learned 
that lesson from other cities that had experienced rapid growth, where traffic sud-
denly choked once-peaceful streets, where the character of neighborhoods changed 
beyond recognition, where longtime residents felt displaced in their own commu-
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nities. If Bowling Green was going to grow well, genuine citizen voice would have 
to drive the planning process from the beginning.

What made Bowling Green’s approach distinctive was the public-private partner-
ship at its heart. The BG2050 initiative brought together appropriate city and county 
agencies with unexpected partners: Google’s Jigsaw research unit and the online 
conversation platform Polis. These two partners would facilitate a month-long con-
versation with citizens in early 2025, but only after crucial groundwork had been laid.

The organizers studied the earlier iterations of deliberative democracy in the 
United States in the 1990s and early 2000s. They understood that people have 
to be invited to engage by people they trust, and they have to be confident that 
leaders will genuinely listen to what they say. Technology alone could not create 
that trust. So before any digital platforms launched, trusted local leaders–clergy, 
teachers, business owners, neighborhood association presidents–sat down in liv-
ing rooms all over Bowling Green and Warren County. They listened to people of 
every background, every neighborhood, every demographic. These face-to-face 
conversations created the foundation of legitimacy that would allow the subse-
quent digital engagement to succeed.

When the Polis platform opened, participation exceeded all expectations. Nearly 
eight thousand residents–roughly 10 percent of the community’s entire population– 
engaged with the process. They submitted two thousand distinct ideas about Bowl-
ing Green’s future. They cast over one million votes on proposals submitted by their 
neighbors. This was not a self-selected group of usual suspects who attend every 
public meeting. The participant demographics closely mirrored the community.

The sheer volume of input created a new challenge: how to make sense of two 
thousand ideas and a million votes without losing the nuance and local context 
that made them meaningful. This is where Jigsaw’s artificial intelligence (AI) 
tools proved essential. The AI analyzed the input and identified 3,940 unique con-
cepts organized into twelve broad topics and seventy subtopics. But–and this was 
critical–the AI did not flatten the input into bland generalizations. It captured 
nuance. It reflected understanding of Bowling Green’s physical geography and 
cultural context.

One example illustrates this capacity for contextual understanding. Jigsaw’s 
AI highlighted a major theme running through the community input: respondents 
wanted Bowling Green to build its own identity and not try to be Nashville. This insight 
required intimate knowledge of regional dynamics, including the relationship 
between Kentucky’s midsized cities and Tennessee’s booming capital ninety miles 
to the south, the anxiety about losing local character in pursuit of growth, and the 
desire to learn from nearby examples without simply imitating them. A generic 
sentiment-analysis tool would have missed this entirely. But the AI captured it, 
flagged it as significant, and ensured it would inform the recommendations that 
emerged from the process.
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The synthesis of this input–combining the face-to-face conversations, digital 
deliberation, and AI analysis–produced a comprehensive vision for growth that 
reflected genuine community priorities. Residents wanted economic opportunity 
but not at the expense of quality of life. They wanted new housing but with careful 
attention to neighborhood character. They wanted transportation infrastructure 
designed to connect communities rather than divide them. They wanted Bowling 
Green to become more than it was without ceasing to be Bowling Green.

This process gave Gorman and other local leaders something invaluable: a man-
date grounded in broad community participation. The recommendations carried 
legitimacy because they emerged from a process that had genuinely engaged thou-
sands of residents. And critically, those residents knew they had been heard. They 
could see their ideas reflected in the synthesis. They could trace the connections 
between what they said in their living rooms, what they submitted on the platform, 
and what appeared in the final vision for BG2050.

Bowling Green’s success highlighted another question relevant to every deliber-
ative process: What happens next? Having created this rich picture of community 
priorities, how would leaders ensure that subsequent decisions aligned with it? How 
would accountability be maintained? Would there be mechanisms to return to the 
community as implementation proceeded, to check whether the reality of growth 
matched the vision? These questions about closing the loop–about ensuring that 
deliberation actually influences decisions–would become even more urgent in 
Fort Collins, where a deliberative process confronted the ultimate test: a public  
vote.

Both California and Bowling Green demonstrated that deliberative processes 
could engage citizens at scale and produce substantive recommendations. But 
neither faced the ultimate question: Would the broader public–including 

those who had not participated in the deliberative process–trust and support the 
recommendations that emerged from it? Fort Collins would answer that question 
directly, in the most democratic way possible, through a ballot measure.

The Hughes Stadium site in Fort Collins had become a wound in the city’s civic 
fabric. A 165-acre plot of public land where Colorado State’s Hughes Stadium stood 
before it was demolished in 2018, it lay at the intersection of passionate, incompati-
ble visions for the city’s future. Environmental advocates saw it as crucial open space 
that should be restored to native habitat. Recreation enthusiasts envisioned trails 
and sports facilities. Neighbors worried about traffic and noise. Voices citywide 
argued for uses that would benefit all residents, not just adjacent neighborhoods. 
Each group had legitimate interests. But traditional politics had produced only 
stalemate and deepening acrimony.

A citizen-initiated ballot measure in 2021 required the city to purchase the site 
and rezone it as public open lands but settled nothing about actual use. If anything, 
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it intensified the conflict. Every proposal triggered immediate opposition. Public 
meetings devolved into shouting matches. Competing interest groups hardened 
their positions. City council members faced impossible choices, with any decision 
bound to enrage a substantial portion of their constituents.

In this context, the Fort Collins city council made a remarkable decision: they 
would step back and trust everyday residents to find common ground where elected 
officials and organized interest groups had failed. They commissioned a civic assem-
bly, a small-scale, face-to-face deliberative body that would bring together randomly 
selected residents representative of community demographics.

Twenty residents were chosen through a sortition (lottery) process designed 
to create a microcosm of Fort Collins. They ranged in age from their twenties to 
their seventies. They represented different neighborhoods, different educational 
backgrounds, and different political perspectives. Most had no strong prior opin-
ion about the Hughes Stadium site. They were not activists or stakeholders with 
organizational interests. They were simply residents who happened to be selected 
and who agreed to undertake this work on behalf of their community.

These twenty people committed to thirty hours of deliberation over two week-
ends. (Given the significant commitment of time, the members of the citizens’ 
assembly were paid a small stipend and had their meals and childcare expenses cov-
ered.) They were not asked to compromise between preexisting positions. Rather, 
they were asked to learn, to deliberate, and to recommend what they genuinely 
believed would be best for Fort Collins. To support their work, an information com-
mittee of twelve residents reviewed and determined what background materials 
the assembly should receive. Other residents hosted mini-deliberations throughout 
the city to gather broad input to inform the assembly’s work.

The assembly’s process was carefully structured but not constraining. Trained 
facilitators helped the group surface their values and priorities before diving into 
specific proposals. Expert presentations from city staff, environmental scientists, 
recreation planners, and community development specialists provided factual 
grounding. The participants heard from advocates of different approaches but 
were free to chart their own course. Crucially, they deliberated together rather than 
merely listening to presentations and voting individually. The conversation itself–
the exchange of perspectives, the testing of assumptions, the gradual emergence 
of shared understanding–was the heart of the process.

The large group learning sessions of the citizens’ assembly were held in public 
and could be observed by anyone in the community interested in attending. The 
small group deliberation sessions at which delegates worked through options and 
built consensus were held in private. This is a typical design in citizens’ assemblies: 
small group deliberations require psychological safety; people need to feel free to 
express uncertainty, to change their minds and freely move back-and-forth among 
different opinions without being observed by people outside the process.
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What emerged was something none of the organized interest groups had pro-
posed: a multiuse vision for the site that wove together recreation, environmental 
restoration, outdoor learning, and cultural spaces for community gatherings. The 
assembly’s recommendations showed remarkable sophistication. They identi-
fied specific areas of the site suited for different purposes. They proposed phases 
for implementation that would allow environmental restoration to proceed while 
gradually developing amenities. They addressed neighborhood concerns about 
traffic and noise while ensuring citywide access and benefit.

The assembly’s report carried moral weight because of the process that pro-
duced it. Here were twenty ordinary residents, demographically representative 
of the city, who had given thirty hours to learning and deliberation and had found 
consensus where experts and activists had found only conflict. The city council 
received the recommendations with genuine appreciation and began working on 
implementation.

But the vested interests that had previously fought for single-use visions were 
not ready to accept defeat. One group gathered enough signatures to place their 
preferred alternative–a single-use approach–on the November ballot. This cre-
ated a defining moment for deliberative democracy in America. The city council 
could have allowed only that single-use measure to appear on the ballot, effectively 
overriding the assembly’s work. Instead, they made a bolder choice: they placed 
the multiuse recommendation from the assembly on the ballot as well, creating a 
direct comparison and competition.

The city council asked Fort Collins voters to decide whether to trust the delib-
erative process. The citywide vote became a referendum not just on the use of 
the Hughes Stadium site but on the legitimacy of deliberative democracy itself. 
If the alternative measure prevailed, it would suggest that interest-group poli-
tics would always trump citizen deliberation. If the assembly’s recommendation 
won, it would validate the investment in bringing everyday residents into complex 
decision-making.

The result was unambiguous. Sixty-seven percent of Fort Collins voters supported 
the civilians’ assembly’s multiuse vision. The alternative measure garnered 45 per-
cent support. The overlapping support suggested that many voters appreciated both 
approaches but trusted the deliberative process more. For the first time in U.S. his-
tory, the recommendations of a civilians’ assembly had been ratified by direct public  
vote.

The Fort Collins result carried profound implications. It demonstrated that the 
broader public–including those who had not participated in deliberation–could 
recognize the legitimacy of deliberative processes and trust their outcomes. It 
showed that investment in genuine deliberation could overcome the polarization 
and stalemate of traditional interest-group politics. And it provided a template for 
how deliberative recommendations could be integrated into existing democratic 
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institutions, including ballot measures, rather than remaining parallel or advisory 
processes with uncertain influence on actual decisions.

These three cases represent different scales, different technologies, and dif-
ferent integration points with existing governance. California operated at 
the state level with tens of thousands of participants and digital platforms. 

Bowling Green engaged with nearly 10 percent of the city population through a 
hybrid of face-to-face and digital methods. Fort Collins relied on just twenty resi-
dents in intensive face-to-face deliberation that was then validated by citywide vote.

Yet these cases share fundamental insights. First, citizens are ready and willing 
to participate in well-designed deliberative processes. The myth that Americans 
are too polarized, too busy, or too disengaged for serious civic work is contradicted 
by thousands of Californians contributing recovery ideas, eight thousand Bowling 
Green residents shaping their growth vision, and Fort Collins voters validating a 
deliberative process. The demand for meaningful participation exceeds the supply 
of quality opportunities.

Second, representativeness matters profoundly. California struggled with dig-
ital divides. Bowling Green invested heavily in face-to-face groundwork before 
digital engagement. Fort Collins used sortition to ensure demographic representa-
tion. Each approached the challenge differently but all recognized that legitimacy 
depends on inclusion. Deliberative processes that systematically exclude voices–
whether due to technology barriers, time constraints, or selection methods–cannot 
claim to represent community wisdom.

Third, accountability mechanisms are essential. California’s challenge is 
ensuring ongoing, cross-administration influence on policy. Bowling Green’s 
recommendations must shape actual growth decisions. Fort Collins succeeded 
precisely because the deliberative outcome faced a democratic accountability test. 
The connection between deliberation and decision-making cannot be assumed; 
it must be designed into the process. Without visible impact on policy outcomes, 
these participatory processes risk increasing distrust and further eroding people’s 
sense of civic agency.

Fourth, technology’s role must be enabling but not determining. Jigsaw’s AI in 
Bowling Green succeeded because it drew on face-to-face trust-building and cap-
tured local context. California’s digital platforms struggled with access barriers 
despite sophisticated design. Fort Collins succeeded without relying on technol-
ogy at all. The lesson is not that technology should be embraced or avoided but 
that it should be deployed thoughtfully in service of genuine deliberation, not as 
a substitute for it.

Finally, these cases reveal that deliberative democracy builds civic capacity in 
multiple directions simultaneously. Participants gain understanding of complex 
issues and appreciation for diverse perspectives. Community members who do not 
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participate directly but observe the process gain trust in democratic institutions. 
Officials and staff develop new skills in facilitating rather than merely presenting. 
The infrastructure created–whether California’s Office of Data and Innovation, 
Bowling Green’s public-private partnerships, or Fort Collins’s deliberative protocols– 
becomes available for future challenges.

The question these three cases invite is whether their lessons can scale up. What 
role can deliberative democracy play in national governance? Can citizen voice be 
brought back to the table where it may matter most and where its absence is most 
acutely felt?

The innovations documented in California, Bowling Green, and Fort Collins 
demonstrate once again that deliberative democracy works. Citizens partic-
ipate when given meaningful opportunities. Diverse groups find common 

ground through structured conversation. The broader public trusts deliberative 
outcomes when processes are transparent and representative. These are established 
facts, proven through dozens of experiments across American communities over 
many decades beginning in the 1990s.

Yet state and local success cannot substitute for national-level reform. Federal 
policies set frameworks that shape what states and localities can accomplish in 
education, health care, infrastructure, environmental protection, and countless 
other domains. Federal dysfunction–the gridlock, the polarization, the disconnect 
between Washington and ordinary Americans–undermines trust in democratic 
governance writ large. If deliberative democracy is to fulfill its promise of renew-
ing American democracy, it must reach the national stage.

The United States has experimented with national-level deliberation before. 
Between 1998 and 1999, Americans Discuss Social Security (ADSS), led by America
Speaks and funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts, engaged nearly forty-five thousand 
Americans across all fifty states in direct discussions about Social Security reform. 
Participants deliberated on whether to raise the payroll tax ceiling, to invest 
trust funds in the stock market, and/or to adjust benefit formulas. The initiative 
demonstrated that large-scale national deliberation was logistically feasible and 
that citizens could engage thoughtfully with technical policy questions and reach 
consensus on critical policy options. Subsequently, as part of a larger tax reform 
package, Congress did raise the cap on payroll taxes, which was supported by ADSS 
participants in all fifty states and at all levels of income.

A second demonstration on the U.S. national level took place in 2010. “Our 
Budget, Our Economy” engaged more than 3,400 demographically representative 
citizens in nineteen cities across the country, connected by satellite television, to 
respond to the question: How should America grapple with its growing national 
debt? After a day of deliberation supported by facilitators and subject experts, 
the participants were able to come to collective agreement on solutions to reduce 
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the national debt that involved both raising revenues and cutting expenditures. 
Unfortunately, in the same time frame, the U.S. Congress was unable to reach an 
agreement and failed to take meaningful action to address the deficit.

Outside the United States, citizens’ assemblies have successfully influenced 
national policy. Ireland’s assemblies led to referendums legalizing same-sex 
marriage in 2015 and liberalizing abortion laws in 2018, with formal processes 
whereby recommendations went to parliamentary committees that reported to 
government. France convened a Citizens’ Convention on Climate in 2019, which 
directly influenced its 2021 Climate and Resilience Law. The United Kingdom held 
Climate Assembly UK in 2020 to deliberate on how to meet the nation’s goal of 
net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. Belgium established a permanent cit-
izens’ council and citizens’ assemblies in its German-speaking community and the 
Brussels-Capital Region. No two contexts are the same: population size, geography, 
and political culture help shape receptivity or resistance to deliberate democratic 
practices. And challenges in ensuring consistent governmental responsiveness have 
persisted. Nonetheless, these examples demonstrate that citizens’ assemblies can 
operate at national scale and influence significant policy decisions.

The path forward is incremental. Congress could begin with a single pilot project: 
select one significant but not existentially divisive issue, convene a nationally repre-
sentative citizens’ assembly to deliberate, and observe what emerges. This would test 
logistical feasibility, build institutional knowledge, demonstrate that diverse Amer-
icans can deliberate productively, and generate concrete policy recommendations.

The design matters enormously. The selection process must ensure genuine 
demographic representativeness across region, race, age, education, and political 
perspective. Participants need adequate compensation. Information must be bal-
anced and accessible. Expert facilitation is critical–not to steer outcomes but to 
ensure productive conversation among people with different perspectives.

Technology requires careful thought. California’s experience shows that digital 
platforms can enable participation at scale but also create access barriers. Bowling 
Green’s success with AI synthesis demonstrates that technology can make sense 
of large-scale input while preserving nuance, if properly designed. A national citi-
zens’ assembly might combine face-to-face deliberation among a core group with 
broader digital engagement, ensuring that technology serves deliberation rather 
than replaces it.

Transparency is nonnegotiable. Fort Collins succeeded partly because residents 
could observe the process and judge its integrity. A national citizens’ assembly 
should operate in full public view, allowing Americans to watch the expert testi-
mony, review materials, and evaluate whether diverse voices are genuinely heard. 
This builds trust and models reasoned, respectful disagreement.

The relationship between citizens’ assembly recommendations and congres-
sional action must be defined at the outset. The assembly would be advisory, not 
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legislative. Congress would retain full authority to accept, modify, or reject recom-
mendations. What Congress would gain is input qualitatively different from polling 
or interest-group advocacy–recommendations emerging from sustained delibera-
tion by a representative sample of Americans who have studied the issue carefully. 

One institutional innovation could address the accountability challenge: the out-
puts of a citizens’ assembly formally requested and endorsed by Congress could go 
directly to the floor of the full Senate and House, bypassing traditional committee 
structure. This would create an immediate relationship between collective citizen 
voice and the legislative bodies with power to act. Rather than disappearing into 
committee deliberations where they compete with countless other proposals and 
interest-group pressures, the assembly’s recommendations would receive floor 
consideration and debate. Members of Congress would be compelled to publicly 
engage with citizen recommendations, explaining their support or opposition. 
This would not guarantee adoption but would ensure serious consideration and 
create accountability.

Pathways beyond Congress also merit exploration. Federal agencies could con-
vene citizens’ assemblies to inform regulatory decisions. Presidential commissions 
could incorporate deliberative elements. Research funders could prioritize stud-
ies documenting best practices. State and local governments should continue to 
innovate and share learning. Networks connecting practitioners can accelerate the 
spread of successful practices. Foundations and civic organizations can provide 
funding and technical assistance. Each successful local implementation builds the 
case for national adoption.

The obstacles to bringing deliberative democracy to the national level are real 
but not insurmountable. Achieving representativeness across a continental nation 
with 340 million people will challenge even the most sophisticated selection meth-
ods. Building trust faces headwinds from pervasive cynicism about Washington. 
The logistics demand resources and organizational capacity beyond what most 
local initiatives require. The political incentives for members of Congress to share 
agenda-setting power with citizens’ assemblies are unclear.

But consider what is at stake. American democracy confronts challenges–polar-
ization, distrust, declining civic participation–that conventional reforms have 
failed to address. Public faith in Congress hovers at historic lows. Political dysfunc-
tion persists despite clear public desire for action. The distrust between Washington 
and ordinary Americans continues to widen. Against this backdrop, citizens’ assem-
blies offer something rare: a reform with proven effectiveness at bringing diverse 
people together in productive conversation, with demonstrated capacity to gener-
ate recommendations that earn public trust, and with potential to rebuild the civic 
relationships that democratic governance requires.

The experiments in California, Bowling Green, and Fort Collins point toward 
possibility. They show that the infrastructure exists, that the methodologies work, 
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that Americans will participate meaningfully when given genuine opportunities. 
What we need is political will, specifically the willingness of national leaders to 
experiment, to trust citizens with complexity, and to create space for delibera-
tive voice alongside traditional forms of representation. The question is whether 
national institutions will respond to what local experience has already demon-
strated: that democracy is strengthened and that we come closer to achieving the 
aspiration of self-governance embedded in our founding documents when citizens 
have meaningful voice in the decisions that shape their lives.
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for Innovation in Co-Governance
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A growing interest in collaborative governance has led to exciting new projects at both 
the state and local levels, aiming to expand and improve civic engagement by bring-
ing communities more fully into public-sector decision-making. These innovations 
in co-governance will be critical to bolstering democratic institutions and practices, 
with the potential to reduce harmful polarization and rebuild trust in democracy. 
But we will need intentional design, careful implementation, and systematic research 
to ensure that new models of engagement do not reproduce existing inequalities in 
participation or produce largely symbolic interactions between government and com-
munities that do not lead to real or meaningful reform.

In recent years, there has been growing interest in the potential of civic (or citi-
zens’) assemblies, deliberative engagement platforms, participatory budgeting 
models, and other democratic reforms that directly engage government entities 

with the communities they serve.1 At best, these efforts seek to advance a form of 
collaborative governance (or co-governance), defined as “a governing arrange-
ment where one or more public agencies directly engage non-state stakeholders 
in a collective decision-making process that is formal, consensus-oriented, and 
deliberative and that aims to make or implement public policy or manage public 
programs or assets.”2 This movement describes a much-needed set of projects and 
processes that hold significant potential to revitalize civic participation, build civic 
capacity, and improve public-sector problem-solving. Indeed, new models of par-
ticipation arguably lie at the heart of reinvigorating our democracy and improving 
our policymaking processes.

However, advocates’ enthusiasm for co-governance projects can sometimes 
outpace the empirical evidence supporting them. Put another way: we don’t just 
need more and different ways for residents to engage in democracy; we need better 
ways. And to accomplish this goal, we need to take design, implementation, and 
evaluation seriously. Democratic reformers must be skeptics even of their own 
good ideas, to ensure that new models of engagement don’t simply reproduce the 
patterns of inequality and ineffectiveness that characterize our current modes of 
participation.
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I t has become almost trite to point out that American democratic institutions 
are failing. Public trust in government is at historic lows,3 political polarization 
is at an all-time high,4 and disillusionment with the basic tenets of democracy 

itself has become relatively more common, especially among young people.5 More 
broadly, Americans on both sides of the aisle have become less convinced that gov-
ernment is actually capable of real problem-solving or effectively providing for 
residents’ basic needs.6 

Civic practices have failed to adapt to this growing sense of frustration, rein-
forcing the perception that government is unresponsive to the needs and priorities 
of everyday people. Anyone who has attended a local town hall meeting is familiar 
with the largely performative processes that call for public comment: residents 
are granted one or two minutes to speak, often being cut off mid-sentence when 
their allotted time is up, while government representatives sit in silence, legally 
or procedurally barred from responding. There is rarely any formal follow-up or 
accountability. The only outcome is the final vote of local representatives, which 
may or may not align with residents’ input. In many cases, residents might reason-
ably wonder whether these outcomes were largely predetermined.

In light of these concerns, advocates and policymakers are advancing new mod-
els of co-governance to address a wide range of political failings. The premise of 
this work is clear: communities have unique insights and expertise stemming from 
their lived experiences, which public agencies can aggregate to better understand 
social problems, identify promising solutions, and implement successful policies 
and programs that address residents’ most urgent needs. In her essay, Carolyn 
Lukensmeyer describes recent examples of this type of civic-sector innovation 
across three distinct contexts: in the State of California, in Bowling Green, Ken-
tucky, and in Fort Collins, Colorado. Each provides an intriguing example of how 
such efforts are being deployed.7 

But building a robust movement for co-governance will require a framework for repli-
cable and scalable design, as well as rigorous evidence of “what works,” in what ways, and 
for what types of communities and what sorts of public problems. Without establishing 
clear parameters for the purpose and goals of engagement, and without rigorous 
and specific evidence of how new forms of engagement lead to (or fail to produce) 
expected outcomes, the promise of deeper and more meaningful co-governance 
may be compromised from the outset. If residents come to perceive these initiatives 
as duplicating the ineffectiveness of our existing engagement approaches, we are 
likely to undermine the important goals we hope to achieve.

A key question for those interested in improving and institutionalizing par-
ticipatory co-governance is: What does success look like, and how do we 
know if we are achieving it? Are we trying to solve for individual-level 

transformations (such as increasing intergroup empathy and institutional trust 
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among participants), induce collective attitudinal and behavioral shifts (such as 
decreasing partisan polarization and increasing voter turnout), or produce utili-
tarian policy outcomes (such as sourcing and implementing practical reforms to 
improve public programs)? Different models of engagement are likely to be best 
suited to achieving these distinct outcomes.

Is the primary goal of the engagement to get strangers who live in a single com-
munity to talk to one another in order to generate new solutions to a problem? 
Great! Metrics for success may include how many participants contributed to 
brainstorming sessions and how many new ideas were surfaced. Is the goal of the 
engagement to help a specific government entity narrow down the options for how 
to implement a local tax bond approved by voters? Measuring success in this case 
may require focusing on different outcomes such as whether there was consensus 
on how to prioritize ideas, as well as how funds were ultimately spent. 

In addition to clarifying the specific goals of co-governance, building an evi-
dence base means we need to avoid the blurring of distinct forms of participation. 
Civic engagement is a broad term that can encompass many strategies and meth-
ods. Digital engagement tools that aggregate public opinion at scale, for instance, 
likely fulfill a different purpose than in-person civic assemblies, which are geared 
toward deliberation, the “slow thinking” and weighing of trade-offs. 

When considering the diverse set of activities that make up the broad field of 
co-governance, three important distinctions are worth noting.

1. Community engagement is not synonymous with co-governance. Some recent innova-
tions in civic engagement are led by state or local government,8 while others have 
been conducted as research experiments or community-led initiatives.9 While 
these latter efforts are important, the lack of formal leadership from government 
agencies runs the risk of creating a feedback loop to nowhere, whereby citizens 
talk to one another but don’t engage in a sustained two-way conversation with 
public-sector representatives. If the state does not have initial ownership or “buy 
in” on the project, it leaves open the question of whether and how resident input 
will be incorporated into the policymaking process.

If we are to build meaningful co-governance, it is essential that government offi-
cials are involved from the outset, not to dictate the outcome or ensure residents are 
constrained by prevailing politics, but to explain budget constraints, legal hurdles, 
and implementation challenges and (more importantly) to ensure positive feed-
back loops in which input gathered from residents is used to directly inform public 
programs and policies. While government cannot be expected to adopt every rec-
ommendation (as wrestling with conflicting and/or mutually exclusive input from 
community participants is often a significant challenge for government agencies 
doing this kind of work), they must at minimum be committed to a reporting-back 
process that explains why certain suggestions were adopted and why others were 
not. Without this accountability, these efforts risk undermining trust rather than 
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building it. When residents are asked to contribute their expertise to co-governance 
efforts but then see no changes stemming from their input, they may leave the pro-
cess feeling more cynical and alienated than when they arrived.

2. The intentional design of co-governance activities requires ensuring that the method 
matches the purpose and context. To ensure that engagement activities are meaningful 
and productive, government entities must first articulate why they seek public input 
and how that input will be used to advance their policy goals. This information is 
crucial to determining what type of community engagement will be most useful 
and which community representatives should be invited into the process.

For example, each stage of the policymaking process can have either divergent 
or convergent goals (see Figure 1). Divergent stages, like understanding problems 
or sourcing solutions, allow the problem or solution space to expand via exploring 
and creating (that is, broadening out). For instance, a public agency that has been 
tasked to address disparities in internet connectivity might start by gathering more 
information about why those disparities exist in the first place. Such an investigation 
places them in the exploring the problem phase, and engagement with communities 
at this point in the process can be oriented around this broad goal. In contrast, con-
vergent stages of the policymaking process include prioritizing issues or choosing 
solutions (that is, narrowing down). The same public agency considering internet 
connectivity might discover that research has already been done to understand 
the problem and identify a set of possible solutions. In this case, the department 
might focus its energies on choosing an approach, using engagement with the affected 
communities to help prioritize among possible solutions and select a path forward.

3. At the same time, participatory efforts can range in how deeply they engage residents. 
Before embarking on community engagement, government partners must decide 

Figure 1
Policymaking Processes: Divergent & Convergent Thinking

Source: Figure by the author.
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Figure 2
The IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation

Source: Figure by the author.

how much influence the engagement will have on policy decisions–and they must 
set expectations accordingly with the communities who are invited to engage. For 
example, civil servant Sherry Arnstein’s “ladder of citizen participation,” developed 
in 1969, is a conceptual framework that evaluates the degree of citizen involvement 
in decision-making processes.10 

The ladder distinguishes between tokenistic approaches that draw from 
impacted communities without necessarily incorporating their contributions (at 
the bottom of the ladder) and power-sharing approaches that provide meaningful 
levers for community members to directly influence the design and implementation 
of policies and programs (at the top of the ladder). The International Association 
for Public Participation (IAP2) has since adapted this into a practical framework 
for practitioners that outlines five types of citizen engagement (see Figure 2).

In modern framing, there is no “better” or “correct” level of control; rather, 
the goal is to be specific about how to optimize mutual benefits from civic engage-
ment and to clearly communicate a role for communities that best respects their 
contributions and leverages their expertise. Crucial to this process is being hon-
est and clear with communities from the outset about how their input will be  
used.

In designing and evaluating the next generation of civic innovations, there 
are a variety of additional challenges to consider. While there are far more 
considerations than can be outlined here, two especially important issues are 

outlined below.
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The problem of representation. New forms of civic innovation, such as civic assem-
blies, often tout the importance of bringing together a “representative” group of 
residents who are chosen through sortition, or lottery. However, a relatively small 
group of people is not substantively representative of a large and diverse popula-
tion, even if they were selected by random draw. That’s because the group is likely 
to have only one or two people (or in some cases, no one at all) who “represent” 
demographic groups that are numerical minorities in the broader population (see 
Figure 3). Additionally, who is selected and invited to participate is not always the 
same as who chooses or is able to attend. Some people who are invited may not 
want to participate, while others may face barriers that preclude participation. To 
ensure equitable participation, organizers can consider providing stipends, child-
care, food, and reimbursement for travel costs that make it as easy (and enticing) 
as possible for everyone who has been selected to engage.

Conversely, simply increasing the volume of participants through an open invita-
tion does not guarantee a representative cross-section of the public. That’s because 
the people who most commonly self-select into civic participation are likely to be 
systematically different from those who do not choose to participate.11 Indeed, 
self-selection into newer engagement activities is likely to replicate the same sorts 
of biases we see in voter turnout, donating to campaigns, and other more tradi-

Figure 3
Representation from Random Lottery

Source: Figure by the author.
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tional forms of engagement.12 For example, attendees of public hearings on zoning 
laws have been shown to be disproportionately older, whiter, and wealthier than 
the surrounding community.13 When these groups participate at systematically 
higher rates than others, government officials receive “distorted information on 
preferences and opinions.”14

The importance of facilitation. Any co-governance project that involves delibera-
tion and debate remains susceptible to pressure from the loudest voices in the room, 
groupthink, and majority rule. In particular, underlying power asymmetries can 
make authentic dialogue difficult. In such cases, well-facilitated, structured dia-
logue can allow less powerful or underrepresented groups to challenge dominant 
narratives about an issue and thus shape the framing of discussion. Facilitation can 
also help surface existing power imbalances by directly identifying and discussing 
who the usual decision-makers are, who has the most resources, and who is most 
harmed when policies fail to address persistent social problems. 

Additionally, certain approaches are better suited to cases in which people from 
very different walks of life come together to collaborate. For example, when delib-
erators come from diverse perspectives, making decisions by supermajority or 
consensus might be preferable to relying on majority rule. This is because a con-
sensus approach typically requires participants to come to some sort of agreement 
on a course of action, reducing the likelihood of a more established, powerful bloc 
of participants ignoring the concerns of another, less powerful group. 

Likewise, deliberating in more similar subgroups can be helpful. This is some-
times called “enclave deliberation” and involves discussion in smaller groups whose 
members are more similar in terms of class, ethnic background, neighborhood, 
and other demographic traits.15 This approach can help level the playing field by 
allowing people to speak more freely, enabling disadvantaged communities to make 
sense of their shared situation and organize what might otherwise be a more frag-
mented set of interests. Following enclave deliberation, groups might then come 
together to share their collective experiences with others who come from more 
dissimilar backgrounds.

Society faces increasingly complex challenges. Revolutionary new technologies, 
growing economic inequality, and decreasing trust in a range of institutions 
are changing relationships between governments and the people they serve. 

In this context, government innovators are seeking ways to better incorporate com-
munity voices into the policymaking process. These new models of co-governance 
aim to tap into the immeasurable creativity and wisdom that community members 
hold about the problems they face and how best to solve them. Through innovative 
models of engagement, residents’ ideas and perspectives can inform everything 
from the definition of policy problems to the prioritization of solutions. 
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To ensure the success of these initiatives, the field will need a rigorous evidence 
base focused on high-quality design, implementation, and evaluation. One such 
model comes from UC Berkeley’s Possibility Lab, where we have worked with dozens 
of state and local partners to build an iterative framework and practical set of tools 
for co-governance. This IMPACT Model helps government entities address public 
problems through meaningful collaboration with community partners (see Figure 4). 

The first three steps of the IMPACT process (Initiate, Mobilize, and Plan) are 
about establishing the conditions for effective collaboration. These stages help 
define and refine a shared understanding of which problems need to be solved 
and how solutions should be developed. Through these steps, government practi-
tioners are also able to build collaborative power-sharing partnerships with local 
and community organizations. Together, these partners can drive projects forward 
in a way that focuses on the needs of the impacted community, as those needs are 
understood and articulated by community members themselves. 

Initiate Determine the purpose and goals for engaging with impacted 
communities and define the questions to answer.

Mobilize Assemble a team of targeted partnerships to help make decisions 
around the engagement process and establish rules for collabo-
ration.

Plan Together, select an appropriate method or methods of engage-
ment.

The second half of the process (Act, Catalyze, and Test) is when the plan is put 
into action, learnings are synthesized, and the model and process are rigorously 

Figure 4
The UC Berkeley Possibility Lab IMPACT Model

Source: Figure by the author.
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tested. Ultimately, this learning process is designed to enable the government and 
community to move forward with implementing and testing policies, programs, 
or other next steps. During all of these activities, government practitioners work 
directly with people affected by the problem at hand, who help guide processes, 
interpret community input, and determine criteria for success. 

Act Take action by designing and deploying engagements that are 
best suited to meet predetermined goals. 

Catalyze Compile the information from the engagement and synthesize to 
highlight findings and/or actionable recommendations.

Test Implement, evaluate, and iterate on civic engagement activities 
and recommended actions. Together, plan for next steps.

The IMPACT process is designed to be iterative, inclusive, and intentional. Rather 
than ending the project following the “Test” phase, collaborators from both gov-
ernment and community should evaluate what they have learned, where they are 
in the policy process, and how their work together can continue to evolve. This 
engagement process can sometimes reveal new ideas to be piloted and evaluated, 
or uncover more questions about how to improve conditions. While the same col-
laborators should only continue to work hand-in-hand if it is mutually beneficial, 
doing so can help build mutual trust and momentum, making good on the many 
opportunities for action that the process will likely reveal. 

Models of co-governance hold enormous potential to revitalize our dem-
ocratic processes at a critical moment in American history. At the same 
time, we have little rigorous evidence that co-governance projects, 

broadly defined, consistently decrease polarization, increase trust, or lead to “bet-
ter” policy outcomes. If the field of co-governance is to expand, new forms of civic 
innovation must be held to the same standards of transparency and accountability 
as any other public program. 

Without establishing a rigorous evidence base, the field will likely suffer from 
a cheerleader bias; after all, advocates, facilitators, and funders all have a vested 
interest in declaring every experiment a success. And they might all be successful! 
But more civic engagement is not necessarily net positive–and it is almost never 
net neutral. When government engages with the community, its efforts can build 
trust, but they can also further erode it. The latter outcome is especially likely when 
attempts to gather community perspectives are rushed, lack a clear purpose, or 
are initiated without a clear implementation plan. If residents participate in co-
governance efforts but don’t feel that their input is heard and valued, it can serve 
to reinforce the idea that engagement with government is not worth residents’ 
time or energy. 
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To ensure the movement toward co-governance achieves its enormous potential, 
the field would benefit from a shared framework for design, implementation, and 
evaluation; the Possibility Lab’s IMPACT Model provides one example of how this 
might be conceptualized. A reliable evidence base will require systematically doc-
umenting how projects are conceived and implemented: how topics were selected, 
how participants were recruited, what the attrition rates were, and what specific 
policy changes–if any–resulted from the work. Only through intentional design 
and a commitment to transparency can we ensure that civic innovation leads to 
its intended outcomes, rather than exacerbating the detachment and disillusion-
ment that has come to characterize many of our status quo practices of democracy.

about the author
Amy E. Lerman, a Member of the American Academy since 2023, is the Michelle 
Schwartz Professor of Public Policy and Political Science and Executive Director 
of the Possibility Lab at the University of California, Berkeley. She is the author of 
Good Enough for Government Work: The Public Reputation Crisis in America (And What We 
Can Do to Fix It) (2019), The Modern Prison Paradox: Politics, Punishment, and Social Com-
munity (2013), and Arresting Citizenship: The Democratic Consequences of American Crime 
Control (with Vesla M. Weaver, 2014).

endnotes
	 1	 See, for example, Shaibya Dalal and Loren DeJonge Schulman, “Public Participation IS the 

Ingenuity We Need,” Federation for American Scientists, April 29, 2026, https://fas.org 
/publication/public-participation-ingenuity; and Hollie Russon Gilman, Lizbeth Lucero, 
Mark Schmitt, et al., “Revitalizing Civic Engagement Through Collaborative Governance,” 
New America, December 16, 2022, https://www.newamerica.org/insights/revitalizing 

-civic-engagement-through-meaningful-power-shifts. 
	 2	 Chris Ansell and Alison Gash, “Collaborative Governance in Theory and Practice,” Journal 

of Public Administration Research and Theory 18 (4) (2008): 544.
	 3	 Gallup, “Confidence in Institutions,” https://news.gallup.com/poll/1597/confidence 

-institutions.aspx (accessed June 29, 2026). 
	 4	 Pew Research Center, Political Polarization in the American Public: How Increasing Ideological 

Uniformity and Partisan Antipathy Affect Politics, Compromise and Everyday Life (Pew Research 
Center, 2014), https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2014/06/12/political-polarization 

-in-the-american-public; and Megan Brenan, “U.S. Political Parties Historically Polarized 
Ideologically,” Gallup, January 16, 2025, https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political 

-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx.
	 5	 Christopher Claassen and Pedro C. Magalhães, “Public Support for Democracy in the 

United States Has Declined Generationally,” https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles 

https://fas.org/expert/shaibya-dalal/
https://fas.org/expert/loren-dejonge-schulman/
https://fas.org/publication/public-participation-ingenuity
https://fas.org/publication/public-participation-ingenuity
https://www.newamerica.org/people/mark-schmitt/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/revitalizing-civic-engagement-through-meaningful-power-shifts
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/revitalizing-civic-engagement-through-meaningful-power-shifts
https://news.gallup.com/poll/1597/confidence-institutions.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/1597/confidence-institutions.aspx
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2014/06/12/political-polarization-in-the-american-public/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2014/06/12/political-polarization-in-the-american-public/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10662659/


155 (3) Summer 2026 99

Amy E. Lerman

/PMC10662659; and Jonathan Schulman and Richard Wike, “Multiple Indicators Show 
a Decline in the Health of America’s Democracy in 2025,” Pew Research Center, April 
15, 2026, https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/04/15/multiple-indicators 
-show-a-decline-in-the-health-of-americas-democracy-in-2025. 

	 6	 Amy E. Lerman, Good Enough for Government Work: The Public Reputation Crisis in America  
(And What We Can Do to Fix It) (University of Chicago Press, 2019).

	 7	 Carolyn J. Lukensmeyer, “Democracy in Practice: A Report on Innovations in Participatory 
Governance,” Dædalus 155 (3) (Summer 2026): 76–88, https://www.amacad.org/daedalus 
/democracy-in-practice-report-innovations-participatory-governance.

	 8	 For example, the state-level Engaged California project designed by the California Office 
of Data and Innovation and the local-level project commissioned by the Fort Collins 
City Council.

	 9	 For examples, see the America in One Room project designed by Stanford’s Deliberative 
Democracy Lab and NORC at the University of Chicago as well as the California Con-
siders project designed by the California 100 initiative.

	 10	 Sherry R. Arnstein, “A Ladder of Citizen Participation,” Journal of the American Institute of 
Planners 35 (4) (1969): 216–224.

	 11	 Ellen C. Reinhart, Monique M. Turner, David M. Markowitz, and Dustin Carnahan, “Per-
ceived Social Contribution and Its Associations with Political Participation,” PLOS One 
20 (9) (2025).

	 12	 Michael Barber and John B. Holbein, “400 Million Voting Records Show Profound Racial 
and Geographic Disparities in Voter Turnout in the United States,” PLOS One 17 (6) 
(2022); and Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman, and Henry E. Brady, Voice and Equality:  
Civic Voluntarism in American Politics (Harvard University Press, 1995).

	 13	 Katherine Levine Einstein, David M. Glick, and Maxwell Palmer, Neighborhood Defenders: 
Participatory Politics and America’s Housing Crisis (Cambridge University Press, 2019).

	 14	 Bai Linh Hoang, “Racial Disparities in Public Meeting Participation? Examining Past Evi-
dence and Nationally Representative Data,” Urban Affairs Review 57 (1) (2019), https://
doi.org/10.1177/1078087419844024.

	 15	 Christopher F. Karpowitz, Chad Raphael, and Allen S. Hammond IV, “Deliberative Democ-
racy and Inequality: Two Cheers for Enclave Deliberation among the Disempowered,” 
Politics and Society 37 (4) (2009): 576–615.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10662659/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/04/15/multiple-indicators-show-a-decline-in-the-health-of-americas-democracy-in-2025/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/04/15/multiple-indicators-show-a-decline-in-the-health-of-americas-democracy-in-2025/
https://www.amacad.org/daedalus/democracy-in-practice-report-innovations-participatory-governance
https://www.amacad.org/daedalus/democracy-in-practice-report-innovations-participatory-governance
https://www.norc.org/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1078087419844024
https://doi.org/10.1177/1078087419844024


100
© 2026 by Michael Neblo, Kevin Esterling & David Lazer 

Published under a Creative Commons Attribution- 
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) license 

https://doi.org/10.1162/DAED.a.1009

From Participatory Experiments  
to Democratic Infrastructure

Michael Neblo, Kevin Esterling & David Lazer

Carolyn Lukensmeyer’s apt observations about Engaged California, BG2050, and 
the Fort Collins citizens’ assembly prove that, when given the chance, ordinary citizens 
can enrich the quality and legitimacy of the policy process. We share her enthusiasm 
but draw different conclusions about priorities, if not ultimate goals. Lukensmeyer’s 
emphasis is on continuing these sorts of experiments and moving them from cities to 
states to the national level. We urge reformers to prioritize embedding participatory 
and deliberative innovations (PDIs) into existing representative institutions. We draw 
on two decades of work studying deliberative town halls, alongside research on citizens’ 
assemblies and other PDIs, to argue that only by embedding such forums within stat-
utory pathways can one-off experiments become durable democratic infrastructure.

Carolyn Lukensmeyer’s case studies–Engaged California, Bowling Green’s 
BG2050, and the Fort Collins citizens’ assembly–establish convincing proof 
of concept. When conveners offered regular citizens opportunities to delib-

erate, they responded admirably. Tens of thousands of Californians weighed in 
thoughtfully on postfire recovery. Roughly one in ten people in Bowling Green 
contributed to the city’s fifty-year growth plan. When twenty of their neighbors 
were randomly selected to develop a major land-use plan, two-thirds of Fort Collins 
voters ratified it. Skeptics argue that ordinary Americans are either too disengaged 
or too overengaged (that is, polarized) to make constructive contributions to the 
policy process. Lukensmeyer’s examples and others like them show that such blan-
ket claims are false.1

While we agree with Lukensmeyer’s critique of strong skeptics, we see the pos-
itive upshot of the cases differently. She believes these successes should encourage 
upward scaling, from cities to states and from states to a national pilot. We think 
that jump is less clearly warranted given the evidence. Each case illustrates ways 
participatory and deliberative innovations (PDIs) can enhance democracy. But each 
case also offers a distinct lesson about where PDIs tend to stall. California faces 
a sustainability question. Veteran reformers tell disheartening stories of making 
progress with one set of officials only to see it evaporate when the political winds 
or personnel change. The California case study does not consider what will happen 
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when the current administration cycles out. Bowling Green faces an agenda-control 
problem. Nearly eight thousand residents generated two thousand ideas and more 
than one million votes. But no one has specified the path by which any of that even 
constrains, much less determines, the next zoning decision or capital budget. Fort 
Collins faced (and only partly solved) an accountability problem. The city council 
placed the citizens’ assembly’s recommendation on the ballot, and that institu-
tional move gave deliberation a real role in the legislative process. Elected officials, 
however, tend to cede their authority only when they want to avoid accountability 
for difficult decisions.

Each process helped solve a specific local problem. But that is not the same as 
contributing to ongoing governance. Rather than further proliferating one-off 
experiments, we urge democratic reformers to prioritize building durable channels 
for PDI into institutions that have the authority to act on their recommendations. 
That is, now that we have successful examples of PDI events, reformers should turn 
their efforts toward building PDI as democratic infrastructure. 

In the short and medium run, we need to build PDI infrastructure within exist-
ing institutions of representative democracy, rather than running them in parallel 
or as replacements. When PDIs bypass or substitute for representative institutions 
instead of deepening them, innovations flourish only briefly or over a limited set of 
issues. They wither when personnel or interest configurations change. We should 
focus less on multiplying PDI episodes and more on weaving them into the routine 
workings of institutions that already exercise democratic authority. 

Lukensmeyer’s cases thus suggest that, for the foreseeable future, touting PDIs 
as alternatives to representative institutions often impedes our ability to transform 
episodes into infrastructure. Episodes can be successful while leaving the back-
ground practice untouched. Infrastructure changes the background. A citizens’ 
assembly that produces a binder of recommendations (or even decisions) is still 
an episode. A statutory or constitutional requirement that legislative or regulatory 
bodies respond on the record to an assembly’s recommendations is infrastructure. 
We see our proposal as both more modest and more ambitious than current reform 
practice. It is more modest in its aim of supporting representative democracy rather 
than replacing it. It is more ambitious in its aim to institutionalize PDIs rather than 
merely proliferate them.

Observers cite citizens’ apathy or ignorance as the main impediment to 
converting episodes into infrastructure. Lukensmeyer’s cases blunt that 
objection. Institutional uptake, not citizen competence, is the main limit-

ing factor. Even when a PDI produces solid recommendations, the people running 
institutions with authority to act on them often cannot, will not, or do not believe 
they should. Most public hearings remain ceremonial. Constituent-communication  
systems reward volume, intensity, and organized mobilization rather than con-
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sidered public reasoning. Under polarized conditions, legislators have stronger 
incentives to respond to mobilized factions than to reflective majorities. When a 
PDI ends with recommendations but no formal pathway, the failure does not lie 
with the citizens who took part; it lies with the institutions. Representative bodies 
were not designed with deliberative citizen input in mind. Retrofitting them should 
rise to the top of reformers’ to-do list.

Institutional uptake requires a motivating and organizing principle. We argue 
that the most promising is “recursivity.”2 The ideal of recursive representation is 
rooted in the beliefs that representation works better as dialogue than as monologue, 
and that the dialogue should be ongoing rather than episodic. Election campaigns 
bundle many issues into a single (often) binary choice, muddling mandates and 
obscuring accountability. The harried heat of campaigns is also not a good environ-
ment for constructive conversation. The long stretches between elections (where 
most actual governing happens) present a more generative climate for the dialogic 
cycles we have in mind. Citizens articulate their problems and goals, officials pro-
pose ways to address those problems and achieve those goals, and citizens then 
revise in light of that response. The loop runs again. 

The cycle is not just an abstract ideal. Over the past twenty years, we have run 
deliberative town halls (DTHs) that connect members of Congress with their con-
stituents. DTHs are structured events in which officials discuss a single policy area 
with a random sample of their constituents, who receive simple but high-quality, 
nonpartisan background information in advance. The results are consistent and 
striking. Real two-way communication on difficult issues like immigration and 
health policy yields gains (for both citizens and officials) in knowledge quality, 
warranted trust, substantive persuasion, and other democratic goods.3 The demand 
matters as much as the supply. When offered the chance to deliberate with their 
representative, randomly selected constituents participated at rates several times 
higher than in conventional outreach. The participants were not the usual suspects 
either. Habitual nonvoters, the politically disengaged, and constituents with low 
prior trust in Congress took part at the same rate as everyone else, and their trust 
and political efficacy increased the most after the session. Good design, in other 
words, can reach the people who believe that representative democracy has been 
failing them. And elected officials are more apt to embrace opportunities to reach 
disaffected voters.

DTHs promise to provide especially valuable subsidies to representative gover-
nance, complementing smaller, more-intensive PDIs such as the citizens’ assembly 
(CA) in the Fort Collins case. CAs are mini-publics designed to elicit novel ideas and 
considered judgments in ways that interest-group politics cannot. They also ground 
those judgments in knowledge, reflection, and community in ways no opinion poll 
can match. Yet, because of their expense and complexity, they remain episodic 
and often run parallel to the institutions whose authority makes deliberation con-



155 (3) Summer 2026 103

Michael Neblo, Kevin Esterling & David Lazer

sequential. Perhaps more important, CAs face two challenges to their perceived 
legitimacy. First, conveners typically prestructure CAs quite substantially. Doing 
so may be necessary for CAs to produce their intended results within the allotted 
time. But observers and participants raise concerns that such prestructuring takes 
some options off the table and creates a favorable gradient toward others. Admi-
rably, the Fort Collins experiment included an initial “mini-deliberation” stage to 
uncover latent community perspectives as input to the CA. We recommend includ-
ing a more comprehensive DTH before the CA is convened, to advise, revise, and 
provide assent to the initial protocol proposed by the organizers. Doing so would 
lend democratic legitimacy to the agenda-setting stage.

The second challenge to CAs’ perceived legitimacy arises at the other end, after 
participants make their recommendations. Conveners typically use stratified 
random sampling to populate the assembly. CAs, however, require intensive com-
mitment, so the number of participants is typically small and the acceptance rate 
(or compliance, in the terms of field experiments) is very low. That combination 
suggests that, despite stratified random sampling, strong selection on unobserved 
characteristics weakens the warrant for believing that the CA results represent the 
whole constituency well. For example, we may stratify to ensure that we include 
poor single mothers in the sample. Within that group, however, only those with a 
grandparent or other childcare support would be able to spend multiple weekends 
away from home. Yet disadvantaged people embedded in strong social networks 
are likely to experience policy problems and solutions in substantially different 
ways than people who are truly on their own. In general, more intensive delibera-
tive formats face greater challenges around agenda-setting, participant selection, 
expense, and moderation.4 We have run successful DTHs with over seven thousand 
participants, and the lower barriers to entry in terms of time and travel mean that 
our selection pressures are much less severe. We propose running a DTH after CAs 
deliver their recommendations to create a broader democratic review and ratifi-
cation stage. Doing so could greatly enhance the recommendations’ actual and 
perceived legitimacy with the general public, in addition to reassuring officials that 
they are robust and will be popular.

Imagine Lukensmeyer’s cases reconfigured as infrastructure. Fort Collins’s 
citizens’ assembly would be bookended by DTHs and extended from a one-off 
land-use decision to a recurring practice on the city’s most contested questions. 
Elected officials would participate at certain stages rather than merely receive out-
put. We could pair Engaged California with a standing legislative commitment to 
deliberative consultation on disaster recovery, so the platform’s value would not 
depend entirely on the current governor’s appetite for participation. We could 
tie Bowling Green’s BG2050 vision to an annual deliberative review in which the 
county executive and council members report to participating residents on whether 
implementation is tracking the original vision. The actual cases stopped short not 
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because the deliberative elements were poorly executed but because the represen-
tative elements were detached from the CAs.

Some worry that bringing representatives into deliberation risks politicizing or 
distorting the process. The risk is real. But it is a design challenge to be mitigated– 
and balanced against problems in the status quo–not a decisive reason for separation. 
The alternative is deliberation that remains normatively attractive but politically 
peripheral. Others worry that institutionalization will drain deliberation of its dem-
ocratic energy. That risk is also real. But the alternative risks–fragility, ad hoc effort, 
dependence on champion leaders–are evident in Lukensmeyer’s three cases. The 
design task is to build durable institutions that preserve contestation, transparency, 
and public reason. The alternative to that work is not purity. It is marginality.

Many democracies have already begun converting deliberative and participatory 
experiments into more durable democratic infrastructure. Participatory budgeting 
has become routine or required throughout Latin America. Australia, Belgium, the 
European Union, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Portugal, Romania, Scotland, 
South Africa, and Switzerland have all built PDIs into formal government work, with 
many other nations considering such provisions. (A recent OECD report, Catching 
the Deliberative Wave, consolidates the growing global movement.)5

Lukensmeyer’s cases should both encourage and redirect us. The question is 
not whether to scale up deliberative experiments. It is whether the representative 
institutions that already structure American political life can be redesigned to make 
deliberation routine rather than occasional. The future of deliberative democracy 
depends less on proving (again) that citizens can reason together and more on 
building institutions that can receive, respond to, and learn from what they hear. 
The “responsiveness imperative” named in Our Common Purpose is the right frame 
for the work ahead.6 But the biggest roadblock is institutional responsiveness, not 
citizens’ willingness. We strengthen democracy when citizens can see their con-
sidered judgments reflected in the decisions that shape their lives. That is the work 
of building democratic infrastructure.
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Consensus Without Consequence 

Matthew Weil

Citizens’ assemblies are generating renewed interest as a tool for democratic renewal, 
but their promise requires honest assessment. While deliberative processes can improve 
the quality of public input, they consistently leave unresolved the harder challenge of 
converting consensus recommendations into durable policy outcomes with legislative 
champions. Carolyn Lukensmeyer’s case studies reveal a common pattern: citizens’ 
assemblies function best not as alternatives to representative institutions but as com-
plements to them. Attempts to circumvent legislatures risk sidelining the very actors 
responsible for implementation. Scaling these models nationally compounds chal-
lenges of representativeness and political complexity. Democratic renewal depends not 
on expanding citizen input alone but on building better pathways from deliberation 
to decision to implementation within existing governing structures.

It is a familiar refrain in modern political debate to hear diametrically opposed 
groups claim to speak for We the People. In an era of sharply divided parties, 
maximalist rhetoric, and institutions that often appear stuck in place, Carolyn 

Lukensmeyer is right to diagnose a crisis of democratic responsiveness. Americans 
feel disconnected from the decisions that shape their lives, and that perception is 
not without basis. While Lukensmeyer’s analysis is sound, her proposed remedy 
of national citizens’ assemblies risks misidentifying the system’s core constraint. 
Attempts to circumvent governing institutions (even if they might retain the power 
for an up or down vote at the end of the process) will struggle to produce durable 
outcomes, especially at the federal level because the difficult step of garnering leg-
islators’ input will have been sidestepped. Policymakers must feel they have skin in 
the game to incentivize their ongoing support, which is essential to the successful 
implementation of any policy.

The trust gap between governing institutions and their constituents is real and 
well-documented. Citizens increasingly doubt that their voices matter in policymak-
ing, and that skepticism deepens as one moves from local government to Congress. 
Yet it is a mistake to conclude that American democracy primarily suffers from a 
lack of public input. Americans are highly engaged in politics, participate in fre-
quent elections, and have numerous avenues to petition government. The deeper 
problem is not input but conversion to policy success. The system struggles to 
translate competing preferences into decisions that can be enacted, implemented, 
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and protected. Put differently, the challenge is not hearing from “We the People” 
but building consensus around solutions when preferences do not overlap. 

Lukensmeyer’s case studies show that citizens’ assemblies, broadly defined, can 
improve the quality of democratic input. Structured deliberation, especially when 
supported by skilled facilitation and/or technology, can help participants weigh 
trade-offs and move beyond the limitations of traditional public debate. But the 
same cases also reveal a significant limitation. Citizens’ assemblies do not resolve 
the institutional constraints that block action. In fact, they replicate them. Ques-
tions of representativeness, information access, and long-term accountability do 
not disappear when policy development or authority is temporarily shifted to a 
smaller group of citizens as opposed to elected legislatures. 

The strongest evidence in Lukensmeyer’s essay shows that citizens’ assemblies 
are effective at structured participation but less effective at governance. The Engaged 
California initiative, launched in response to the 2025 Southern California wildfires, 
shows that large-scale citizen input can be gathered and synthesized in ways that go 
well beyond traditional hearings. Tens of thousands of participants contributed ideas 
for rebuilding their communities, and the process clearly produced more deliberative 
input than static public comments ever could. But the same initiative also struggled 
with representativeness, even after repeated efforts to broaden participation. More 
important, the connection between citizens’ input and concrete policy outcomes 
remains unclear. California is struggling to rebuild. Engaged California produced a 
listening tour, but the policymakers still need to decide.

Bowling Green, Kentucky, offers a more compelling example of what citizen 
engagement can achieve. Facing rapid projected growth, local leaders engaged 
roughly 10 percent of the population in shaping a long-term vision through the 
BG2050 initiative. The process combined face-to-face trust-building with digital 
participation and AI-assisted synthesis of thousands of ideas. As Lukensmeyer 
notes, this approach produced a nuanced and widely supported vision for the com-
munity’s future. 

But even here, the limits are clear. BG2050 did not create binding policy. It 
produced a strategic roadmap that local officials are now implementing through 
existing institutions. That is no small accomplishment. It reflects real alignment 
between citizen input and policymaker action, and the assembly work may have 
given the policymakers the political cover or will to make more difficult choices. 
However, the process worked only because it fed into established governance struc-
tures, not because it replaced them. There was no automatic mechanism to ensure 
implementation. Elected officials keep discretion over which elements to adopt, 
how quickly to act, and how to allocate resources. BG2050 is best understood not as 
a citizens’ assembly exercising authority but as a politically useful source of input 
that improved decision-making within traditional institutions. And because local 
governments often struggle to garner public input, that has real value.
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The Fort Collins, Colorado, case, which Lukensmeyer presents as a breakthrough 
moment for deliberative democracy, warrants closer scrutiny. A randomly selected 
citizens’ assembly developed a multiuse plan for the redevelopment of the Hughes 
Stadium site, which the city council then placed on the ballot to compete with a 
single-use alternative proposal from one of the initial interest groups. As Lukens-
meyer notes, this was the first time in the United States that the recommendations 
of a citizens’ assembly was subject to a direct public vote. And voters approved the 
assembly-backed plan by a large margin. Lukensmeyer interprets this outcome as 
evidence that the broader public validated the deliberative process itself.

That conclusion is plausible but not necessarily without question. Voters were 
presented with two competing visions: a multiuse plan and a single-use alterna-
tive. It is entirely possible, and in many ways more likely, that voters evaluated the 
substance of the proposals rather than the process that generated them. The ballot 
language of the successful multiuse initiative did not ask voters to endorse delib-
erative democracy as a method, though it did refer to a “civic assembly,” which 
was left undefined. It asked them to choose between policy options. The fact that a 
majority preferred the multiuse approach tells us something about land-use prefer-
ences in Fort Collins. It tells us less about broader support for the citizens’ assembly 
deliberative process.

The design of the assembly raises additional questions. By relying on sorti-
tion, the process intentionally excluded many of the individuals and groups with 
the strongest interests in the outcome. This may have reduced conflict within the 
assembly itself, but it did not eliminate those interests from the broader political 
system. They reemerged in the initiative process, in which interested actors mobi-
lized to advance an alternative proposal. Legislatures working efficiently should 
be able to engage directly with competing interests, not sidestep them. Citizens’ 
assemblies can produce consensus among those less invested in the issue, but that 
consensus may reflect the structure of the process rather than an optimal policy 
outcome. Direct democracy that doesn’t include those most interested seems less 
a success than presented.

A common pattern emerges from these case studies. Citizens’ assemblies can 
generate thoughtful recommendations and, in some cases, broad public 
engagement. But they leave unresolved the hardest question of all: How 

do the recommendations they generate move from deliberation to decision to 
implementation? Lukensmeyer acknowledges the importance of accountability 
and follow-through. Someone must own the recommendation, advocate for it 
within government, secure funding, and manage implementation over time. Those 
responsibilities will never fall to the citizens’ assembly. They fall to policymaking 
institutions and ultimately civil servants who must be involved throughout the 
policy process, not just at the end of it. 
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This connection between deliberation, decision, and implementation becomes 
even more tenuous in Lukensmeyer’s argument for scaling deliberative democ-
racy to the national level. The success of local and state-level experiments does 
not prove that similar models will function effectively in a national context. Two 
challenges become exponentially more difficult at scale: representativeness and 
policy complexity.

Representativeness is difficult even in small settings. California’s experience 
shows that participation disparities persist despite deliberate and persistent 
outreach. At the national level, constructing a body that credibly reflects the 
demographic, geographic, and political diversity of the United States would be 
extraordinarily complex. These challenges mirror existing debates about repre-
sentation in Congress itself. Many Americans already feel there is unfairness built 
into the makeup of the Senate, and the legitimacy of the House is under attack due 
to successive rounds of partisan gerrymandering. There is every reason to believe 
that a national citizens’ assembly would face similar tensions.

Policy and political complexity also increase dramatically at the federal level. 
Local land-use decisions, as in the Fort Collins case, often allow for compromise 
solutions that incorporate multiple interests. National policy questions are more 
likely to involve tradeoffs shaped by deeply held ideological commitments. These 
are not problems that can be resolved through short-term deliberation. They require 
sustained engagement, technical expertise, and ongoing negotiation. Even with 
all three, success is never assured. For the same reasons that cities and states often 
appear more capable of governing than federal bodies–namely, their relative insu-
lation from nationalized and polarized politics–local citizens’ assemblies likely 
appear more capable of generating compromise. But this also suggests that national 
citizens’ assemblies are likely to be stymied by that same polarization that defines 
our current political era.

Lukensmeyer proposes that a national citizens’ assembly could convey recom-
mendations directly to the floor of Congress, potentially bypassing the regular order. 
This suggestion undervalues the role that committees play in Congress. Committees 
are the venues where policy is refined, tradeoffs are negotiated, and coalitions are 
assembled. They perform significant refinement of legislation through hearings 
and markups on issues ready for political movement. This frustrating step in the 
legislative process is essential for members of Congress to identify what collection 
of policy options has enough votes to pass as an entire package. Bypassing commit-
tees would not empower citizens. It would weaken the very mechanisms through 
which policy becomes viable and durable solutions can form.

What ultimately distinguishes citizens’ assemblies from the institutions we 
already have? Elected legislatures are themselves a form of citizens’ assembly. 
Members of Congress and state legislatures are chosen by voters, must stand for 
reelection, and bear responsibility for the outcomes of their decisions. Citizens’ 
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assemblies are advisory. They generate ideas but do not bear the consequences of 
implementation. 

None of this is to suggest that citizens’ assemblies lack value. On the contrary, 
Lukensmeyer is right to emphasize the importance of creating opportunities for 
citizens to engage more deeply with policy questions. Deliberative processes can 
provide policymakers with the best information about public preferences and build 
public legitimacy for the hardest decisions. The case studies she presents illustrate 
these benefits clearly. But their success depends on integration with existing insti-
tutions, not separation from them.

A more realistic path forward would treat citizens’ assemblies as complements 
to representative government rather than alternatives. They can be embedded in 
prelegislative processes and used to surface areas of consensus. There could be 
ways to have policymakers participate alongside citizens, ensuring that deliber-
ation is informed by both public input and practical political constraints. In that 
way, citizens’ assemblies would enhance governance by improving the inputs into 
policymaking while elected officials keep responsibility for making and imple-
menting decisions.

The risk in overextending the promise of citizens’ assemblies is that they deepen 
frustration among the most committed citizens. If citizens invest time and effort 
into participatory processes only to see their recommendations ignored or diluted, 
trust in institutions may erode further. Participation without results is damaging too.

Lukensmeyer is right to argue that democratic renewal requires more meaning-
ful engagement between citizens and their government. But engagement alone is 
not enough. The central challenge facing American democracy is not the absence 
of public input but the difficulty of converting that input into action. That’s where 
we need to focus reform efforts.
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To advance Strategy 4 of the Our Common Purpose report and its first recom-
mendation, the American Academy convened a working group in 2021 to incubate 
a national trust for civic infrastructure that could help dramatically expand civic 
bridging capacity. In 2024, the Trust for Civic Life was launched with the goal of 
deploying $50 million across five hundred communities in rural America by 2028. 
This essay covers where the Trust is now by exploring some of the primary successes 
and challenges from its first few years of operation. Discussion draws on annual 
survey reports of hundreds of rural leaders and community members and spotlights 
recent grantees who are exemplary builders of civic infrastructure.

I n the center of an idyllic college town surrounded by lentil fields sits a red brick 
building where anyone can enjoy a free community meal one Monday night a 
month. Anyone joining the three-course dinner, which is cooked and served by 

a rotating group of volunteers, should expect to sit across the table from someone 
outside their usual social circle. The crowd is full of notable contrasts, with college 
students sitting across the table from local leaders in suits, and conservative church-
goers holding trays for business owners who display gay pride banners at their place 
of work. No one is required to talk, but everyone is expected to participate.

This is a Welcome Table event at the 1912 Center in Moscow, Idaho. Since the 
community center began hosting these dinners in 2019, the gatherings have been 
quietly building a sense of local connection in a town that is known as the head-
quarters of a highly influential white Christian nationalist congregation, and at the 
center of a region with a long, storied history of extremist violence.

The dinners are not an aggressive or head-on counter to antidemocratic senti-
ments circulating across the community, but they are defying them nonetheless. 
People who did not think they could be in the same room have come to realize 
they all want a vibrant and connected town. Those who had never been “civically 
engaged” are now regularly committed to serving their community once a month. 
One resident who used to drive through the streets waving a Confederate flag 
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stopped after he became a regular at the community dinners. “We all have a lot of 
things in common,” said Jenny Kostroff, executive director of the 1912 Center. “And 
if you start with those little things, it starts to percolate up where you’re going to 
have greater levels of trust.”

The program is not the only attempt to bring neighbors together across divides. 
Throughout rural America, a constellation of locally led efforts like this are giving 
people reasons to trust each other, build common ground, and work on the problems 
that stand between them and the quality of life they desire. Volunteers in Central 
Appalachia are converting empty churches into public spaces their community did 
not have before. Neighbors in a rural Minnesota town got tired of having nowhere 
to shop and formed a grocery co-op together.1 In the Adirondacks, small, informal 
gatherings are defusing tensions between longtime residents and owners of vaca-
tion homes. These acts may not look like obvious democracy in action, but each 
time Americans step outside their immediate circles to build something alongside 
their neighbors, they are practicing the most fundamental habits of democratic life.

Unfortunately, these types of hyperlocal efforts are often disjointed, occur in 
isolation, or lack resources to stay afloat or grow over time. As a result, they have 
been almost completely ignored by or off the radar of national philanthropy or 
prodemocracy agents who are understandably looking for a major national fix to 
our major national challenges. They are precisely the little-known efforts that the 
Trust for Civic Life was created to find, fund, and scale across rural America.

When the American Academy of Arts and Sciences published its landmark 
2020 report Our Common Purpose: Reinventing American Democracy for the 
21st Century, researchers had expected to document a nation defined by 

anger and disengagement.2 At that time, a record-low 28 percent of Americans 
were satisfied with how democracy was functioning, fewer than half reported any 
consistent civic participation, and affective polarization was accelerating faster in 
the United States than in any other peer democracy.3 Americans were withdraw-
ing from the connective institutions like churches, civic organizations, and local 
associations that had long anchored shared community life.

But beneath the cynicism and exhaustion, researchers discovered something else. 
“As we . . . listened to Americans from many walks of life,” they wrote in the report, 
“we heard a yearning to believe again in the American story, to feel connected to one 
another.”4 There was a desire for a shared purpose and to believe their participa-
tion mattered, but the right civic infrastructure to enable and unlock it was missing.

That finding reframed the crisis threatening American democracy not purely as 
a political or systems issue but as a relational and cultural crisis in need of urgent 
repair. Through Strategy 4, “dramatically expand civic bridging capacity,” and its 
first recommendation to establish a national trust to scale up civic infrastructure, 
Our Common Purpose issued a direct challenge to the philanthropic community 

https://www.brown.edu/news/2020-01-21/polarization
https://www.brown.edu/news/2020-01-21/polarization
https://www.amacad.org/sites/default/files/publication/downloads/2020-Democratic-Citizenship_Our-Common-Purpose.pdf
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to make a serious, sustained investment in the people, places, and programs that 
would bring Americans together and enable civic participation across the country.

The Trust for Civic Life was founded in 2024 as a direct answer to that challenge. 
The goal of this young grantmaking collaborative is to deploy $50 million across 
five hundred communities in rural regions of the United States by 2028, support-
ing locally led work like the 1912 Center and hundreds of other community efforts 
nationwide. In under two years, the Trust has grown into a collaborative network 
of twenty-three national funders and philanthropists and has established a new 
grantmaking approach that invests in efforts that spark and sustain civic renewal 
in hard-to-reach areas of the country. Already, three hundred thousand Americans 
are participating in local civic life through programs and projects directed by Trust 
for Civic Life grantees. The task ahead is to scale what is working. 

T he dominant approach to civic repair has traditionally focused on reforming 
government institutions, expanding voting access, and combatting mis-
information. These are necessary tactics, but they also assume America’s 

civic culture and shared identity flow down from Washington, D.C. They never 
have. The promise of American democracy has always been a ground-up proposi-
tion, as something that emerges from the habits, values, and actions of its citizens.

Doubling down on national fixes while neglecting local community life is no 
longer a strategy the country can afford. The foundational social traits that hold 
democracy together–such as trust, belonging, and a sense of agency–are not built 
through legislation or national campaigns but through repeated encounters and 
shared action with other people in daily life. A growing body of research supports 
this, and insights from hundreds of Trust for Civic Life partners confirm it. Local 
communities are not a secondary venue for civic life–they are the source.

The data on trust in America make this concrete. Americans’ confidence in 
national institutions has collapsed, but the picture shifts dramatically at the local 
level. People consistently report much higher trust in the institutions that touch 
their daily lives, such as their library, their children’s schools, and their local non-
profits. In The Local Advantage, a new survey of one thousand rural community 
members conducted by the Trust for Civic Life and the SNF Agora Institute at 
Johns Hopkins University, researchers found that 74 percent of people believe their 
community can work together to implement solutions and 50 percent believe their 
participation influences local decision-making. But less than 11 percent believed 
their input mattered in helping solve national problems.5

Polarization and division follow the same pattern. National statistics paint a 
picture of a country locked in irreconcilable political division. But in local commu-
nities, another story is unfolding. In the same survey, over 30 percent of respondents 
said they engage in regular acts to work across differences with others in their com-
munities.6 A 2025 report from More in Common, a global nonprofit that works to 
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tackle us-versus-them divisions, found that the primary reason people gave for 
not reaching across differences was not unwillingness but the lack of opportunity.7 

The consequences of investing in communities are significant and well docu-
mented. A 2023 Appalachian Funders Network study of 270 counties found that the 
single common factor in positive health and economic outcomes was local civic 
engagement.8 Strong local civic ecosystems also provide meaningful protection 
against extremism and crisis. Communities with deep civic foundations are more 
resilient when disruption comes, whether in the form of radicalization efforts or 
natural disaster. 

Before launching the organization, the team behind the Trust for Civic Life 
spent a full year in conversation with more than sixty local leaders and com-
munity members across the United States to understand what efforts were 

sparking and sustaining local civic life, and where national dollars would have the 
most impact. The findings pointed to a clear and largely overlooked opportunity 
for renewing civic culture: engaging rural America.

Rural regions represent 20 percent of the U.S. population but receive just 3 per-
cent of national philanthropic spending.9 Sixty percent of rural youth grow up in 
civic deserts–places with few organized opportunities for civic participation–while 
many of these same communities are managing economic distress, workforce 
decline, and the steady erosion of the local institutions that once held community 
life together.10 

Despite the high need, the Trust team also found rural communities were not 
waiting to be rescued. In places where resources and assistance never arrived, civic 
life has taken its most durable form. Showing up, pitching in, and working across 
differences are not aspirational values in these communities, they are practical and 
necessary ones. As one leader in a four-hundred-person town in Western North 
Carolina explained, “Everyone has to help out because we all rely on each other.” 

The reason these organizations had been overlooked by national philanthropy 
had little to do with their effectiveness and everything to do with how national 
grantmaking works. Most national funders are simply not structured to source, vet, 
and sustain relationships with hyperlocal organizations scattered across geograph-
ically dispersed rural regions. Finding a high-impact community organization in 
a rural county in an isolated geographic area requires time, local knowledge, and 
relationships that the standard national philanthropy is not built for.

The Trust for Civic Life designed its grantmaking to bridge that gap by building a 
pipeline into communities that national funders had been unable to reach and provid-
ing unrestricted grants that give local organizations the freedom to direct resources 
toward what their communities need and the efforts they already know work.

In just two years, the Trust has directed nearly $27 million in fast, flexible capi-
tal to over 250 groups and projects across the country, with roughly 60 percent for 

https://www.stlouisfed.org/-/media/project/frbstl/stlouisfed/files/pdfs/community-development/investing-rural/chapters/chapter36.pdf
https://www.stlouisfed.org/-/media/project/frbstl/stlouisfed/files/pdfs/community-development/investing-rural/chapters/chapter36.pdf
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/civic-deserts-60-rural-millennials-lack-access-political-life
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/civic-deserts-60-rural-millennials-lack-access-political-life
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four underfunded priority regions: the Southern Black Belt, Central Appalachia, the 
Southwest border, and tribal communities.11 Its first year of funding generated a 
two-to-one match by grantees, infusing these underresourced regions with nearly 
double the capital. In 2025, the Trust secured $4 million in additional cofunding 
dollars for its grantees from regional philanthropic partners. These results reflect 
a highly intentional and rapidly expanding investment in the civic infrastructure 
and civic networks that create vibrant rural communities.12 

T hroughout continued conversations with hundreds of local leaders across 
rural America, one pattern kept emerging. Regardless of mission or organiza-
tional structure, the groups that were consistently driving civic participation 

and local problem-solving all played the same fundamental role: they created the 
conditions for people to show up as neighbors, work on problems they shared, and 
experience the kind of collective agency that national politics has largely stopped 
providing.

The Trust has come to call these organizations “Civic Hubs,” and what defines 
them is not what they are but how they work. Always locally based and locally led, 
their credibility comes from years of showing up in ways that mattered to a com-
munity and working side by side with residents. Rather than arriving with a fixed 
agenda, Civic Hubs create the culture and conditions for communities to decide 
together what matters most and then act on it. Stephen Heintz, cochair of the 
commission that issued the Our Common Purpose report and a founding funder of 
the Trust for Civic Life, summed it up simply: “These are remarkable examples of 
citizens coming together and saying, ‘We’ve got to fix something.’”13

For funders, this distinction is the critical one. In communities that are geo-
graphically remote, politically complex, and historically underserved, Civic Hubs 
provide something no outside funder or nonprofit can replicate. They provide the 
trust, relationships, and local knowledge needed to direct resources toward oppor-
tunities and entry points that will resonate with residents and motivate them to 
become involved. They are one of the most effective vehicles available for getting 
national dollars into the hands of those closest to the most effective work.

Eighty percent of the Trust’s annual grantmaking flows to its Civic Hub grant 
program. Today there are forty-six active Civic Hub grantees, many of which were pre-
viously working in isolation and are now connected into a network–sharing insights, 
accessing new funding opportunities, and spreading effective models within and 
across regions. In July 2026, a new cohort of twenty Civic Hub grantees was selected 
and will continue to build out this network.

C oncepts like “civic infrastructure,” “collective agency,” or “civic hubs” can 
feel abstract until you see them in action. The two grantee stories below 
showcase the realities of rural communities and what it looks like when 
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the right organization is present, trusted, and resourced to lead our country’s 
civic renewal.

Chinle Planting Hope, Chinle, Arizona, 2024 Civic Hub Grantee. Tucked into the 
northeast corner of Arizona near a breathtaking river canyon, Chinle is a majority 
Native community of fewer than four thousand people, with two stoplights and 
dust storms fierce enough to stop traffic. For years, if a child wanted a place to run 
around, the only option was the indoor play structure at a former Burger King. Play 
came at the price of a soda or fries.

A handful of local parents decided that had to change. They started meeting in 
each other’s homes, and without a formal roadmap or outside funding, began work-
ing on community pain points using whatever people, resources, and ideas they could 
find in Chinle. What started as a push for a playground grew into something much 
larger: a local problem-solving organization called Chinle Planting Hope (CPH).14

Today, CPH runs a community center with a bike repair shop that trains young 
people, a volunteer-run thrift store, a bookmobile that has put thousands of books 
into the hands of residents across the region, community gardens growing local 
food, and more. In late 2026, it will open the Imagination Station, an educational 
play and learning center with the potential to serve families well beyond Chinle. As a 
Civic Hub grantee, CPH put the majority of its flexible funding toward that building.

The numbers from its first year are striking: more than two hundred civic oppor-
tunities facilitated, including seventy-five bookmobile events, forty community-led 
solar installations for families living without electricity, and three hundred food boxes 
distributed to elderly residents. The organization estimates that more than two-thirds 
of the people it engages were previously disconnected from community life.

“Every program we started has been because there has been a need, or because 
someone in the community had a dream to share,” said Amber Drinen, CPH’s program 
coordinator. “You can have two people who are very different, and who vote for very 
different things, but they can still be interested in working on something together.”

Nebraska Community Foundation, Omaha, Nebraska, 2025 Civic Hub Grantee. Peo-
ple who have never been to Nebraska often picture a long, flat stretch of interstate 
highway flanked by cornfields. But veer off the road in almost any direction and the 
state comes to life: winding rivers, vibrant main street murals, rodeo arenas glowing 
under night-lights. What defines Nebraska, as much as any landscape, is an instinct 
for neighborliness and cooperation. These are qualities that have long held rural 
communities together and now shape how they welcome rapid demographic change.

Nebraska is diversifying at twice the national rate, with many new residents 
arriving from Hispanic communities; yet nearly one-third of the state’s population 
live in rural areas where opportunities to connect across social circles can be scarce.

The Nebraska Community Foundation (NCF) has spent thirty years helping 
those communities imagine and invest in their own futures. NCF operates as a 
statewide “mothership” by offering legal and financial expertise, leadership devel-
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opment, and community training to 270 hometowns across the state, but its real 
power lies in what it deliberately does not do: give orders. Since its founding in 
1994, NCF has reinvested more than $594 million into Nebraska people and places, 
but the engine of that work is a network of fifteen hundred volunteers who serve 
as advisors, conveners, and catalysts in their own communities. In each town, the 
priorities are set locally. NCF provides the tools, frameworks, and connections to 
help communities act on what already matters to them.15

One of the foundation’s signature programs helps communities build unre-
stricted endowments. These are funds that stay local and are entirely controlled 
by residents who learn to manage shared resources and make joint decisions about 
how the funds should be used. As one community leader put it, these endowments 
allow residents to “save something important, create something new, or adapt to 
the future.” 

With support from the Trust for Civic Life, NCF is expanding that model and 
adding staff capacity to meet growing demand, and is launching a new small grants 
campaign to fund locally designed “community sparks”: civic experiments in 
bringing people together, especially those who have felt disconnected from com-
munity life.

Jeff Yost, head of the Nebraska Community Foundation, connects these hyper-
local interventions to democracy: “Community dynamism is exactly what a 
democracy is built on. It’s about people that live and work in a place doing the 
right thing, for the right reasons, over time–for themselves and for the others 
who live there.”16 

Two years of grantmaking and original research, conducted in partnership 
with the SNF Agora Institute at Johns Hopkins University and with Indiana 
University, have sharpened how the Trust for Civic Life thinks about where 

to invest and why. One of the most significant findings is that action outperforms 
dialogue.17

The 2025 survey report Action over Dialogue found that taking action with other 
community members was closely tied to feelings of social trust, agency, and belong-
ing. Meanwhile, dialogue alone appeared to have very little correlation to these three 
traits. This matters because the philanthropic sector has put significant money into 
dialogue-based bridge-building. The Trust’s research–which compliments decades 
of social science, including social psychologist Muzafer Sherif’s landmark work in the 
1950s on intergroup conflict resolution–points toward collective problem-solving 
as the more reliable path.18 The Trust now directs all of its grantmaking to action-
based efforts.

This research has also clarified where civic participation tends to start. Across 
the grantee network, the most effective on-ramps into community life have been 
informal and accessible ones, like a neighborhood work project, a local festival, 
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or a shared gathering space. Programs that lead with civic or democratic framing 
tend to struggle to reach the people who would benefit most. Programs that lead 
with something tangible that people actually want to do, and let civic habits grow 
from there, tend to work better. This finding is now shaping how the Trust identi-
fies and evaluates grantees.

The challenges are worth naming plainly. Local context matters and strategies 
that work in one region don’t transfer automatically to another. What works in a 
Southwest border community does not automatically translate to Central Appa-
lachia or the Southern Black Belt, and the Trust has learned to treat that variation 
as a given rather than a problem to solve.

Underfunding at the local level in rural areas remains a serious constraint. Too 
many grantees are still spending time chasing short-term grants or tending to funder 
priorities rather than deepening the work that is producing results. And while the 
Trust has made progress connecting organizations that were previously working in 
isolation, significant gaps remain. Building coordination across communities, not 
just within them, is one of the Trust’s key priorities going forward. 

T he Trust for Civic Life’s initial five-year strategy was designed with a clear 
objective: by 2028, it will have invested $50 million across five hundred com-
munities, built a research base capable of translating local approaches into 

replicable models, and established a network of Civic Hubs with meaningful cover-
age across the rural regions that national philanthropy has long underserved. Most 
important, it will have produced something American philanthropy is in dire need 
of: a comprehensive, evidence-based roadmap for place-based civic investment. 

That roadmap fills a critical gap. For decades, national funders have invested in 
civic life with a top-down lens through institutions, campaigns, and policy advocacy. 
The result is a well-funded national infrastructure and a chronically underfunded 
local one. There is no established framework to help funders identify the right local 
organizations, understand what kinds of support produce lasting impact, or see 
how community-level efforts can reinforce each other across regions. This road-
map will serve national and local philanthropy across the country and drive the 
strategic plan for the Trust beyond 2028.

Early evidence fuels the ambition of building this resource. With the Trust’s 
Civic Hub grantees now engaging more than three hundred thousand rural Amer-
icans and reaching over 35 percent of rural counties across the country, it has 
demonstrated that the pipeline into these communities can be built, the organiza-
tions worth funding can be identified, and unrestricted capital directed to the right 
places produces impact that is both measurable and durable.19 The opportunity is 
for national philanthropy to join in expanding this effort to rapidly identify and 
amplify the infrastructure that works, spreading civic renewal across rural com-
munities and increasing our collective investment in civic life.

https://www.rd.usda.gov/media/file/download/usda-rd-rural-philanthropy-report-03122026.pdf
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What the Trust’s two years of grantmaking and research have made clear is that 
the raw material for the nation’s democratic repair–such as local leadership, com-
mitted groups, resourcefulness, ideas, and motivation–are all there. The Trust’s 
own work with local leaders and community members has reinforced the original 
findings of Our Common Purpose. Across hundreds of rural towns, counties, and 
regions, people are rallying to improve quality of life and shared experience on their 
terms. Their yearning for a different American story is an opening, and communi-
ties are ready for the investment and infrastructure to make it real.
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Philanthropy & the Renewal 

 of American Civic Life

Daniel Stid

The Our Common Purpose report stood out in 2020 for its emphasis on civic culture 
as a foundation for democratic renewal and on the role that philanthropy and Amer-
icans’ associational lives can play in strengthening it. Six years on, we can see that the 
report not only anticipated important developments but also helped catalyze them 
with its strategic recommendations to “dramatically expand civic bridging capacity.” 
Promising new philanthropic institutions and initiatives have emerged–as have new 
challenges that must be tackled to sustain bottom-up civic renewal.

I n his classic work Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville observed that 
Americans have a knack for what he termed “the art of association”–the ability 
to join forces and solve problems together. The health of democracy in America 

depends on it. Yet this ability has diminished in recent decades.
For this reason, I welcomed the American Academy’s Our Common Purpose report 

in 2020.1 I was then in my eighth year as the inaugural director of the U.S. Democ-
racy program at the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation. While we had already 
committed more than $100 million in grants to nonprofit organizations working 
to strengthen democracy in a time of polarization, our goal seemed more remote 
than ever. Amid the upheavals of that year, I saw the need for a new path forward.

In a public review of the report in fall 2020, I shared two reasons it offered a 
fresh roadmap to reinventing American democracy.2 The first was its emphasis 
on the interplay between democratic institutions and civic culture. Those working 
to bolster democracy had increasingly focused on institutions and elections while 
ignoring the cultural underpinnings that enabled their effectiveness and legitimacy.

The second reason was the recognition, as Our Common Purpose put it, that 
“institutions and culture intersect in the realm of civil society: the ecosystem of 
associations and groups in which people practice habits of participation and self-
rule and reinforce norms of mutual obligation.”3

I noted that this recognition–still rare among democracy reformers–was 
fundamental:

https://www.amacad.org/ourcommonpurpose/report
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We cannot bring about the changes needed in our politics and civic culture without 
tending to the health of our civic infrastructure and leadership in our associational life. 
And this work needs to happen in local communities where the lion’s share of social 
capital formation and bridge-building occurs.

I devoted the bulk of my review to discussing Strategy 4 (“Dramatically Expand 
Civic Bridging Capacity”) and its two recommendations:

	• Establish a National Trust for Civic Infrastructure to scale up social, civic, 
and democratic infrastructure; and 

	• Activate a range of funders to invest in the leadership capacity of the so-called 
civic one million: the catalytic leaders who drive civic renewal in commu-
nities around the country.

Six tumultuous years later, how are these recommendations holding up? What 
progress has been made? And what will it take to sustain and accelerate the bottom-up 
civic renewal the report envisioned?

T he people behind the Trust for Civic Life, the manifestation of the first 
recommendation of Strategy 4, describe their institution’s work in more 
detail in a companion essay in this issue.4 I will thus focus on why I regard 

the Trust as a breakthrough in practice; one that has avoided three patterns that 
have come to dominate in this area of philanthropy. 

First, democracy-related philanthropy has grown increasingly polarized and 
politicized.5 Much of it now aligns with one or the other bitterly divided camps in our 
politics. And it seeks to create change within the narrow confines of electoral cycles. 
In contrast, the Trust for Civic Life–a pooled grantmaking fund–has assembled a 
cross-ideological group of national funders and is supporting civic hubs and social 
entrepreneurs in red and blue communities alike. Rather than seeking proximity 
to politics, it deliberately steps back, focusing instead on boosting shared and pre-
political affinities in the communities it supports.

Second, large-scale national funders have long focused their grantmaking on 
metropolitan areas. This has led to less developed civic infrastructure in other parts 
of the country, making it even harder for them to secure philanthropic funding. The 
Trust’s alternative focus on rural and small-town America is creating a virtuous 
cycle, underwriting civic hubs that can in turn attract more support.

Third, national funders have developed a reputation for micromanaging local 
partners, especially in locations that are less familiar to grantmaking staff based 
in wealthy coastal enclaves. They do this with rigid grant restrictions, exhausting 
proposal and reporting requirements, and slow grant cycles. The Trust for Civic 
Life has taken a different approach, exemplifying the trust-based grantmaking 
ethos that many funders espouse but fail to practice. It has also moved nimbly to 



124 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Rebuilding the Art of Association: Philanthropy & the Renewal of American Civic Life

get resources out to the field. As a result, the Trust has earned growing goodwill 
and influence among its grantees.

So far, so good. But now the hard work starts. The Trust needs to answer a key 
question: How is all the activity it supports adding up to strengthen democ-
racy? In developing its answer, the temptation will be to focus on scale and 

quantity–communities served, participants engaged, attitudinal measures improved. 
Instead, the Trust should prioritize scope and quality–the extent to which the civic 
infrastructure it has invested in can be used, repurposed, and sustained over time. 

There is a model for creating enduring civic infrastructure. In the early 1900s, 
Andrew Carnegie invested in public libraries so that community members could 
use them in myriad ways that they, not Carnegie, saw fit. This approach contrasts 
with today’s outcome-focused strategic philanthropy. Yet Carnegie libraries pay 
dividends for democracy and civic life in the United States to this day. The Trust 
should invest in the same spirit, with a view to century-long returns. 

Our Common Purpose anticipated that, after proof of concept funded by philan-
thropy, the federal government would come to support the Trust and help it get 
to scale. Given worsening fiscal conditions and partisan conflict in Washington, 
D.C., that is unlikely–but that may well be a blessing, insulating bottom-up civic 
renewal from top-down democratic dysfunction.

Still, the money will need to come from somewhere. One emerging direction 
is for the Trust to engage regional and place-based foundations as partners. These 
underappreciated civic institutions include, for example, foundations like the T.L.L. 
Temple Foundation in East Texas, or the Dogwood Health Trust in Western North 
Carolina. Such funders share the Trust’s aim of fostering civic health in the com-
munities they care about.

Partnering with regional funders will expand the philanthropic network the 
Trust has already developed with its national funders and community foundation 
grantees. A key long-term measure is whether this work becomes self-sustaining. 
This will require philanthropy that originates within those same places–not only 
from institutional funders and wealthy individuals but also everyday givers, giving 
circles, and members of civic groups.

T he second recommendation under Strategy 4 has a more diffuse goal. Unlike 
the first, it is not about establishing one new entity but rather reorienting the 
funding patterns of many philanthropic actors, especially private foundations.

Here too there has been progress on the supply-side of philanthropy. Commu-
nity foundations have stepped forward in an impressive way. In part, this reflects 
the Trust’s support for over twenty community foundations as civic hubs. More-
over, in a promising new coalition, CFLeads, the Rhode Island Foundation, and the 
National Civic League are rallying community foundations to support civic health.6 

https://www.amacad.org/ourcommonpurpose/report
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Another important development has been an ideologically diverse set of funders 
pooling tens of millions of dollars for regranting via the New Pluralists funding col-
laborative. Their approach focuses on “connecting, aligning, and accelerating the 
work of leaders and organizations who care about improving trust, cooperation, 
and belonging in communities across the country.”7 As with the funders of the 
Trust for Civic Life, the New Pluralists avoid the polarized and politicized funding 
patterns that have become so prevalent elsewhere.

On the demand side, entrepreneurial nonprofits have emerged and secured 
ample funding. Many seek to replenish, expand, and support the ranks of civic lead-
ers in communities across the country. Others are advancing democracy reforms 
or protecting democratic institutions and values at the state and national levels. 
The American Academy maintains a list of “Champions”: dozens of organizations 
working along these lines and in support of the Our Common Purpose report and its 
strategic recommendations.8

T he 2020 report suggests that more funding is needed for democracy and civic 
life relative to other areas of philanthropic giving. That may be true, but 
there has been a surge of support over the past decade, and not just via the 

initiatives outlined above. Estimates vary but prodemocratic philanthropic funding 
has increased from roughly $1 billion–$2 billion to $3 billion–$4 billion annually.9

The constraint may thus not be primarily in the amount of funding but in how it 
is deployed. What is needed is funding that flows differently to support the work of 
the civic one million. As I noted in my 2020 review–a point that alas still holds today: 

Philanthropic foundations can and should step up to underwrite their leadership. The 
report does not touch on this, but doing so would entail a substantial shift in how foun-
dations make grants in this area. Instead of smaller, highly-specified, short-term proj-
ect grants furthering their own strategies, funders need to provide larger, unrestricted, 
multi-year grants that keep civic leaders and their organizations in the driver’s seat.10

Another area of opportunity is providing more support for leaders and organiza-
tions playing critical field catalyst roles. As the Bridgespan Group, a global nonprofit 
consultancy, has observed, these emerging actors are an 

often unseen–at least by funders–yet highly effective type of intermediary or collab-
orative. . . . Each works to mobilize and galvanize myriad actors across a social-change 
movement, or field, to achieve a shared goal for equitable systems change. Many of so-
ciety’s major social-change successes have benefited from their critical work, and aspi-
rations for population-level change will remain elusive until we unlock significant cap-
ital to support them.11

One further change is needed. The Our Common Purpose report suggested tradi-
tional philanthropic foundations needed to step up. It now seems more likely that 
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the greater need is for more democratic and place-based sources of philanthropy 
to come to the fore. As I have noted elsewhere, “These alternative forms of philan-
thropy have the added benefit of helping their small ‘d’ democratic donors connect 
the dots between their goals and interests and those of the broader community of 
which they are part.”12

L ooking back across the initial ripple effects of Our Common Purpose’s strategy 
to dramatically expand civic bridging capacity, we can see several shifts in 
priorities underway: from national conflict to local legitimacy, from electoral 

mobilization to civic formation, from ideological purity to pragmatic pluralism, from 
financial dependence to institutional autonomy, and from mission-driven moralism 
to the “self-interest, well understood” of American society, to use Tocqueville’s term. 

If these shifts continue, they would amount to a recovery of “the art of asso-
ciation.” Americans may yet regain this essential civic capacity–and, in doing so, 
renew the democratic life that depends on it.
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to Common Practice: 

National Service & the Rebuilding of 
Civic Infrastructure for the 21st Century

Kristen Bennett

This essay explores how renewed investment in national service can help restore the 
civic, social, and economic pathways that once made the American Dream attainable. 
It argues that a year of paid, full-time service offers a bridge between opportunity 
and belonging at a time when higher education and the workforce struggle to meet 
the needs of young Americans. In making service years a more common expectation 
and opportunity, we can move closer to attaining the vision laid out in Our Common 
Purpose of a citizenry emboldened to act with greater responsibility to one another 
and a commitment to our shared future.

T he American Dream exists as an enduring symbol of prosperity. In The Epic 
of America, historian James Truslow Adams, the originator of this premise 
that Americans hold dear, defines it as something deeper and more demand-

ing.1 He explains a vision for a moral social order, describing a “dream of a land in 
which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity 
for each according to ability or achievement.”2 With that, Adams set forth a vision 
for America that rewards hard work and contributions to society with the commen-
surate support needed to thrive. 

That promise is vanishing. The pathways that once guided our civic and eco-
nomic life toward that American Dream are not functioning as designed. As a 
result, over 70 percent of Americans feel the American Dream is out of reach or 
was never within reach.3

When the Commission on the Practice of Democratic Citizenship at the Amer-
ican Academy of Arts and Sciences issued the Our Common Purpose report in 2020, 
it argued that “improvement of our civic culture and of our institutions must go 
hand in hand. Each is necessary; neither on its own is sufficient.”4 The Commission 
challenged us to achieve significant progress by our nation’s 250th anniversary. That 
moment is now upon us and on reflection, the strategies and recommendations in 
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Our Common Purpose remain valid and urgent, but they are not self-executing. What 
is missing is the connective tissue between aspiration and infrastructure. We lack 
a bridge between the vision the Commission articulated in its report and the civic 
culture capable of sustaining it. National service through programs like Ameri-
Corps and the Peace Corps is that connective tissue, and new evidence demands 
we treat it as such.

A mid the fresh backdrop of our semiquincentennial, strains within key insti-
tutions are increasingly visible, threatening not just the financial future 
of the next generation, but also the civic foundations of American life. If 

allowed to persist, these civic failures risk America’s 275th anniversary bearing the 
hallmarks of more entrenched polarization, disconnection, and distrust in our 
shared future. 

Beginning in the classroom, the current model of K–12 education is struggling 
to prepare students for a rapidly shifting economy. The World Economic Forum 
estimates that two-thirds of today’s students will work in jobs that do not yet 
exist.5 Higher education, meanwhile, risks alienating younger generations as both 
financially prohibitive and misaligned with workforce demands, contributing to 
declining public confidence. The Lumina-Gallup 2026 State of Higher Education 
study finds that the one-in-five Americans who express low confidence in higher 
education cite both the failure to teach job-relevant skills and the cost burden.6 

Once beyond secondary and postsecondary education, young people encoun-
ter an evolving and increasingly diminished early-career landscape.7 Advances 
in artificial intelligence are fundamentally reshaping the employment landscape. 
According to labor research firm Revelio Labs, postings for U.S. entry-level jobs 
have declined 35 percent since January 2023, driven in large part by AI.8 A land-
mark Stanford study reinforces this picture: young workers aged twenty-two to 
twenty-five in the occupations most exposed to AI experienced a 6 percent decline 
in employment between late 2022 and September 2025, while older workers in the 
same fields saw 6 percent or greater growth.9 

The human consequences of these failures are increasingly visible across multi-
ple indicators of well-being. One of the most recent editions of the Harvard Youth 
Poll describes a generation marked by “deep economic insecurity, eroding trust in 
democratic institutions, and growing social fragmentation.”10 Eight-in-ten mem-
bers of Generation Z reported feelings of loneliness in the past year, a crisis that the 
U.S. Surgeon General’s 2023 advisory linked to the 70 percent decline in in-person 
social interaction among young people aged fifteen to twenty-four.11 

While the ascent of technologies including smartphones and social media may 
contribute to these dynamics, they coincide with broader institutional shifts that 
shape how young people experience education, work, and community. What is 
lacking, even more so than when the strategies and recommendations from Our 
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Common Purpose were proposed six years ago, are shared experiences that foster a 
sense of collective purpose and mutual responsibility–experiences that reinforce 
our social fabric and, in return, equip an active citizenry with the skills, mindsets, 
and abilities to thrive.

National service is not a new or novel idea. It has been deployed in the United 
States at moments of great uncertainty and opportunity. The Civilian 
Conservation Corps put over three million men to work amid the Great 

Depression. The Peace Corps was established to extend the goodwill of American 
soft power abroad at the height of the Cold War. Since 1993, national service has 
most directly been implemented by AmeriCorps, deploying Americans to local com-
munities across the country to confront our most entrenched challenges. Different 
from volunteerism, a year of national service is a paid, structured opportunity to 
build real-world skills through hands-on experience while contributing to com-
munity needs. 

National service addresses what K–12 education, higher education, and our 
workforce have struggled to achieve independently: the integration of skill build-
ing, purpose finding, and community connection. It is happening every day in every 
state across the country. Young people are tutoring children in underresourced 
schools, responding to natural disasters, building affordable housing, and staffing 
community health clinics. 

In 2025, Service Year Alliance, the organization I lead, surveyed more than two 
thousand alumni of national service programs for our State of Alums report. Our 
research reveals that 87 percent of national service alumni report gaining workforce-
ready competencies including adaptability, communication, collaboration, and 
problem-solving, credentials that prepared them for future employment.12 In an 
economy that is rapidly automating the tasks that once necessitated entry-level 
hiring, these skills are not supplementary; they are a competitive advantage.

The results speak for themselves. In an era when entry-level jobs are increasingly 
hard to secure, nearly two-thirds of alumni found full-time employment within six 
months of completing their service year, surpassing the national average for recent 
college graduates.13 Nearly seven-in-ten national service alumni who entered ser-
vice with only a high school diploma or GED went on to earn additional degrees 
upon completing service, 17 percentage points higher than the national average.14 
For many young Americans, particularly those who enter without a college degree, 
it is a malleable and accessible on-ramp into higher education and professional life.

The economic case for national service is compelling, but for a generation 
defined by loneliness, the more urgent case is the ability of national service to give 
the next generation somewhere to belong. Embracing this form of service as a com-
mon expectation for this generation may be our most credible response to today’s 
crisis of loneliness. It is also the most direct path to realizing the Commission’s 
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vision of a civic culture grounded in mutual respect, willingness to compromise, 
and shared responsibility. 

National service also has the power to rebuild what current polarization is eroding: 
the ability to connect across lines of difference. Nearly four out of every five service 
year alums reported being likely to engage in fruitful conversations with people 
they disagree with, compared to just 52 percent before their service began.15 Even 
during the fraught 2024 presidential election cycle, as national polarization was on 
the rise, our research found that individuals involved in service years were resilient 
to these external trends. Perhaps most telling: 91 percent of service year alums vote 
regularly, compared to 64 percent of the general population.16 

What emerges from a year of service is civic infrastructure in the most literal 
sense: people who have learned, through shared experience, what it means to belong 
to something larger than themselves and show up to work together for it every day. 

T he question before us is not whether national service works; it is whether 
we have the will to scale what is already working and invest in a new era 
of service that is unique to this moment. An honest reckoning with where 

we stand in 2026 requires acknowledging what has not happened: the bold federal 
investment called for by the Commission has not materialized, and in spring 2025, 
unprecedented federal funding decisions resulted in interrupted service for tens of 
thousands of AmeriCorps members who were demobilized and sent home with-
out warning.17 

Progress requires a bipartisan effort to make national service a common expec-
tation and opportunity for all young Americans. As federal action in the near term 
remains unlikely to advance this movement, the work must happen at the state, 
local, and community levels–building proof points that a bold national expansion 
of service will require. The expansion of non–federally funded service corps since 
the publication of Our Common Purpose offers a roadmap to scale service years in 
concert with national service at the federal level. 

The American Dream promises a country that meets effort with opportunity. 
The Commission called on us all to build a civic culture capable of sustaining it. 
National service, and the civic leaders it cultivates, is how we fulfill that promise.
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Civic Information Architecture 

Ethan Zuckerman

In the six years since the Our Common Purpose report was released, dramatic shifts 
to the information ecosystem have transformed the relationship between citizens and 
the media, providing serious challenges to an informed and participatory democ-
racy. Journalism faces business model challenges aggravated by a shift away from 
search and toward AI, as well as governmental attacks on journalistic independence 
and on public media. Influential technology platforms have retreated from the dif-
ficult, controversial work of fact-checking, seeking to reduce their political exposure, 
while platforms like Truth Social and X are now explicitly associated with political 
actors. We believe even larger changes are brewing, from promising experiments in 
community ownership and management of social networks to the emerging idea of 
AI sovereignty, which may see governments around the world challenge American 
and Chinese companies over the ownership of powerful AI tools. 

T he six years since the Commission on the Practice of Democratic Citizen-
ship offered analysis, strategies, and recommendations in its report, Our 
Common Purpose: Reinventing American Democracy for the 21st Century, have 

been eventful ones for the civic information space.1 Some developments are the 
outgrowth of long-term trends, most notably the weakening of accountability jour-
nalism through the shrinkage of advertising revenues. Others are more dramatic, 
including two abrupt shifts in how social media platforms see their responsibilities 
to their users and the broader public.

The resulting picture from these slow and fast shifts is not an encouraging one 
for democracy. Journalism, and particularly local journalism, continues to be in 
crisis, with difficulties exacerbated by the defunding of public media, leaving some 
of America’s least resourced communities with even less visibility into local pol-
itics and civics. The promise of social media as a broadly accessible public sphere 
is challenged by the overt politicization of some online spaces (including a social 
media network owned by President Donald Trump and his family) and the increas-
ing concentration of tech platform power.2

Yet within a complex landscape, there are glimmers of promise. Frustrations with 
the direction X (formerly Twitter) has taken under the leadership of Elon Musk has 
sparked a wave of interest in decentralized social media, drawing users to platforms 
like Bluesky and Mastodon and sparking a broad conversation about what would con-
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stitute a decentralized social network. The donor community has focused intensely 
on the problem of supporting local journalism through rethinking ownership and 
business models. And some promising experiments are connecting online conver-
sations and information resources, attempting to build new participatory public 
spaces controlled by local communities instead of multinational corporations.

Understanding these ongoing shifts requires an understanding of both histori-
cal events of the past years and significant changes to the technological landscape. 
The evolving nature of social media offers perhaps the best illustration of the inter-
sections of history, technology, and politics.

M oderation is an uncomfortable necessity for social media platforms. 
Decisions to remove some types of content and permit others, or to give 
content higher or lower priority on users’ feeds, are inevitably contro-

versial. They also require resources: both machine-learning algorithms and human 
labor to train those algorithms and intervene to make close calls. Yet unmoderated 
social media is financially unsustainable–advertisers concerned with “brand safety” 
will flee platforms where the conversation turns obscene or hateful–and purely 
unmoderated spaces like 4chan tend to have sharply limited audiences.

Platforms like Meta’s Facebook have long asserted an unwillingness to “censor” 
user content, while maintaining complex and widely debated rules about what content 
is allowed (see the #freethenipple campaign aimed at Meta’s prohibitions on images 
of “female-appearing nipples”).3 As legal scholar Evelyn Douek has observed, devel-
opments in 2020–the same year the Academy’s Commission issued Our Common 
Purpose–fundamentally changed internet moderation.4 The public health emergency 
around the COVID-19 pandemic led platforms to take down claims about the infec-
tious disease that were not consistent with advice from public health organizations, 
and to give more weight to information from trusted sources like the World Health 
Organization. This shift was generally welcomed, and technology companies were 
cheered for taking responsibility during a global health emergency.5

This increased willingness to block dangerous content shifted from public health 
to the political realm in May 2020 when, as Donald Trump began claiming that 
mail-in voting–a pandemic safety measure–would “rig” the 2020 presidential 
election, Twitter labeled Trump’s tweet as “potentially misleading.”6 After initial 
statements by Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg that the platform did not want to 
be arbiters of political speech, many of Trump’s statements on his public Facebook 
page were also marked with warning labels.

Two dramatic steps at the end of 2020 marked the apex of the shift from reluc-
tant to aggressive moderation of political content. Weeks before the 2020 election, 
Facebook and Twitter took steps to block a New York Post article about Hunter 
Biden’s laptop, in part out of fear that the leaked information that led to the story 
might be foreign disinformation designed to sway the presidential election. Both 
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platforms changed course under public and political pressure, but many Republi-
cans felt like a line had been crossed when a story that met the editorial standards 
of a major newspaper was blocked by social media platform moderators.7

After the riots at the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, Donald Trump’s accounts 
on most major social media platforms were temporarily or permanently removed, 
a practice called “deplatforming,” which had previously been directed primarily at 
serial conspiracy theorists like Alex Jones, founder of the Infowars website.8 The logic 
behind Trump’s deplatforming rested on concerns about public safety: platforms 
worried that his ambiguous statements about the Capitol attack, in which he told 
rioters “We love you, you’re very special,” might inflame further political violence.9

The deplatforming of a sitting president triggered a complex backlash and a 
second swing in social media policy. For some international leaders, including 
then–German Chancellor Angela Merkel, the removal of Trump from social media 
was “problematic,” raising questions about freedom of opinion and expression.10 
Trump has sued several of the platforms that removed his accounts, and several 
have settled. The decision to settle may be based less on the legal merits of specific 
cases than on an unwillingness to be in conflict with a sitting president.11

For Republican leaders in the United States, the deplatforming was a casus belli 
to be addressed through state-level legislation. In 2021, Florida passed Senate Bill 
(S.B.) 7072, also known as the “Stop Social Media Censorship Act,” and Texas 
passed House Bill (H.B.) 20, which sought to prohibit viewpoint discrimination on 
social media platforms. Both laws were challenged via lawsuits, leading to a circuit 
split in the U.S. Courts of Appeals–the Fifth Circuit upheld Texas’s law while the 
Eleventh Circuit struck down Florida’s.12 The cases were jointly considered by the 
Supreme Court as Moody v. Netchoice, LLC and Netchoice, LLC v. Paxton and argued 
in February 2024. The Court remanded the cases to the lower courts in July 2024, 
instructing them to conduct a more thorough analysis of the conflicts between the 
laws and the First Amendment.13

While the judicial review process is lengthy and complicated, market forces 
react more quickly. In February 2022, the Trump Media and Technology Group 
launched Truth Social, a social network similar to Twitter. The president began 
posting exclusively on Truth Social, though automated accounts repost his mes-
sages to other social networks, increasing his reach. Similarweb, a company that 
uses AI to estimate web traffic and offer traffic and audience analytics, sees only 24 
million monthly visitors to Truth Social, compared to 4.5 billion for X or 148 mil-
lion for Bluesky.14

As Trump was launching Truth Social, Elon Musk–an increasingly vocal sup-
porter of the president–began making significant investments in Twitter, before 
announcing on April 14, 2022, that he would buy the company for $43 billion, a sig-
nificant premium over its stock price.15 Over the next six months, Musk sought to 
undo the deal over concerns about automated accounts on the platform and Twitter 
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subsequently sued him in Delaware’s Court of Chancery to force him to complete the 
sale. Shortly before the suit against Musk went to trial, he closed the deal on October 
28 and promptly fired most of Twitter’s executive team and roughly half its staff.16

The following spring, Musk renamed the platform “X,” in a shift that paral-
leled significant changes in content moderation.17 X stopped moderating “false or 
misleading information that could bring harm to crisis-affected populations” and 
ended its “civic integrity policy,” which prohibited misleading speech about elec-
tion results.18 Musk also welcomed back controversial figures, including Kanye 
West, Andrew Tate, and President Trump, though Trump’s account is relatively 
quiet today, largely just posting screenshots of his Truth Social account or repost-
ing X content supportive of himself and his allies.19 

In reaction to policy changes and the return of controversial figures, many 
left-leaning users fled Twitter during and following Musk’s takeover. Another 
wave left after Trump won the 2024 presidential election and invited Musk to the 
White House as a “special government employee” heading the United States Digital 
Service (renamed the “United States DOGE Service” by executive order in 2025).20 
X alternative Bluesky briefly topped mobile application download charts in Novem-
ber 2024 as users sought Musk-free social networking, but X itself has maintained 
a steady presence near the top of app download charts while growth on Bluesky 
has recently slowed.21

The rise of decentralized social networking as a response to the Musk takeover 
of Twitter will be examined more fully when we consider signs of hope in the civic 
information environment. But the launch of Truth Social and the transformation 
of X are best understood as the next act in the ongoing saga of content moderation. 
Before 2020, platforms positioned themselves as politically neutral and generally 
avoided taking overt stances on free speech. During the COVID-19 crisis and the 
2020 presidential election, they became increasingly willing to act, citing either 
public health or civic health as a motivation. 

Between 2022 and Trump’s 2024 reelection, some platforms swung back to a 
“free speech” position, but now without a pretense of political neutrality. In August 
2024, Zuckerberg expressed regrets at caving to government pressure under Pres-
ident Joe Biden’s administration: “I believe the government pressure was wrong, 
and I regret that we were not more outspoken about it.”22 And in a powerful display 
of symbolism, the CEOs of Meta, X, TikTok, and Google (which owns YouTube) 
appeared as featured guests at Trump’s 2025 inauguration, suggesting, if not explicit 
alignment with Trump’s agenda, a realization that failing to cooperate with the 
White House could be bad for business. 

Perhaps the most surprising development around social media and its political 
alignment has been the strange saga of TikTok, the social media platform based 
on short video posts launched internationally by the Chinese technology firm 
ByteDance in 2017. In August 2020, President Trump issued an executive order 
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that prohibited transactions between TikTok and U.S. citizens, an act designed 
to remove the app from the Google and Apple app stores and cut it off from U.S. 
advertising networks.23 TikTok sued, and the service continued to operate during 
the remainder of Trump’s first term. In April 2024, citing the danger of giving Chi-
nese businesses and thereby the Chinese government access to Americans’ user 
data, President Biden signed legislation requiring a ban of TikTok from U.S. app 
stores and hosting services unless the company sold its U.S. operations to Amer-
ican investors.24

The Supreme Court unanimously upheld the ban on grounds of national security 
following Trump’s second election in November 2024; for a year, his administration 
elected not to enforce the ban, instead seeking a deal with ByteDance to transfer 
control of the company to U.S. entities.25 

In September 2025, the Trump administration indicated a forthcoming deal 
involving conservative media leaders and the Oracle Corporation, which is con-
trolled by Larry Ellison, who is reported to be a “close confidant” of Trump.26 In 
January 2026, ByteDance announced that it had approved a sale that includes Ora-
cle and an Emirati investment fund as buyers, as well as tech mogul–and Trump 
supporter–Michael Dell.27 Since TikTok’s U.S. division began operations under 
a U.S.-majority board and ownership in late January 2026, watchdogs have begun 
trying to determine whether TikTok’s vaunted recommendation algorithms are 
shifting toward favoring right-leaning content. While TikTok is understood as 
an entertainment platform, it also delivers news and information to 43 percent of 
Americans under thirty.28

By virtually every measure, the health of news media has declined sharply 
since the early 2000s: as print news circulation has shrunk, news audiences 
have moved online and technology companies like Google and Meta have 

captured huge percentages of the online advertising business. Newspaper employ-
ment dropped from over three hundred and sixty-five thousand jobs to under one 
hundred thousand between 2005 and 2023. During the same time period, over four 
hundred daily newspapers closed, leaving the nation with just over one thousand 
daily papers.29

The closure of newspapers is civically important because, although broadcast 
and social media are more popular places for most Americans to seek news, newspa-
pers provide almost 50 percent of originally reported stories and nearly 60 percent of 
local news stories, according to a 2019 Duke University study.30 While online-only 
news outlets are beginning to fill some gaps in news coverage, the most successful in 
this space are national or international in scope, covering specific beats. Television 
executive Jeff Zucker observed that online ads yield “digital pennies” compared to 

“analog dollars,” making it particularly difficult to support online-only local news 
outlets through conventional advertising.31
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As news audiences move online, intermediaries like search engines and social 
networks have captured an increasing share of news ad revenue. A user sharing a 
story on local elections on their Facebook account might well drive views to the 
local newspaper’s website. But it’s also possible that their friends might read the 
headline and brief summary embedded within their Facebook feed and not explore 
further, yielding an ad view on Facebook but not on the newspaper website. In 
2020, Australia passed the News Media Bargaining Code, which required platforms 
like Facebook and Google to negotiate a revenue share with news organizations 
whose content they post.32 Despite initial resistance, and a brief period during 
which Facebook blocked news content to Australian users, scholars now estimate 
that the code will transfer $200 million AUD (about $142 million USD) annually to 
funding public-interest journalism.33 But when Canada passed the similar Online 
News Act in 2023, Meta simply blocked news from their platforms rather than agree 
to a mandated revenue sharing arrangement.34 Traffic to Canadian news sites has 
dropped precipitously, and other nations have been reluctant to follow in Austra-
lia’s footsteps for fear of facing similar blockages.

The integration of generative AI into search engines offers an even more sig-
nificant threat to online news revenues. Search engines continue experimenting 
with AI-generated summaries that push links to news content down on the results 
page, making it increasingly likely that users will end their search at the search 
engine rather than visiting a news website.35 One study suggests that a site previ-
ously ranked first by Google for a particular query might expect to lose 79 percent 
of its traffic when AI summaries are added to the page.36 A 2025 study from the 
Pew Research Center examined web browsing data from nine hundred volunteers 
and discovered that only 8 percent of users who encountered an AI summary as a 
result of a search went on to click one of the links returned in the search, while three 
times as many ended their browsing session, likely because they found the answer 
they were seeking.37 Search engines are aware that news publishers see automated 
summaries as affecting their traffic and have responded by making links to content 
hosted elsewhere more prominent in their AI summaries, though the Pew study 
found that only 1 percent of users clicked on those links.

In Ernest Hemingway’s debut novel The Sun Also Rises, a character is asked how 
he went bankrupt and famously responds, “gradually, and then suddenly.”38 There 
are legitimate concerns that the replacement of search results with AI summaries 
will turn the gradual financial calamity American news organizations are facing 
into sudden collapse. 

It is possible that some news organizations may benefit from AI licensing fees: The 
New York Times is licensing content to Amazon’s AI projects for reportedly as much as 
$25 million a year.39 Simultaneously, the Times is suing both OpenAI and Microsoft 
for copyright infringement, claiming the chatbots released by the companies have 
been trained on millions of news stories without permission or compensation.40
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Courts may decide that the use of copyrighted material constitutes fair use 
because the training of an AI model is a transformative use of copyrighted material. 
This would damage the possibility of revenue through licensing, leading some law-
yers to suggest that a compulsory license, in which AI providers would be required 
to pay a licensing fee to the news industry, might be necessary to save professional 
newsgathering.41

Without a solution like compulsory licensing, both news organizations and, 
eventually, AI companies face a looming crisis: if professional news organizations 
can no longer make money from online advertising because their traffic has been 
throttled by AI bots, the supply of reporting that AI systems rely on will dry up, 
eventually making it impossible to answer recent queries about what’s happen-
ing in the world. (While it’s possible to speculate that generative AI systems may 
eventually be able to produce original reporting, that is far beyond the capabilities 
of existing systems.)

Our Common Purpose suggests that the ongoing financial crisis in journalism 
would require consideration of public media models as part of the solution to ensure 
that quality reporting continues to be carried out.42 While the rise of AI makes the 
threats to journalistic business models more acute, the defunding of public media 
by the Trump administration indicates that the cavalry is not coming to the rescue.

In July 2025, the Trump administration rescinded over $1 billion in funding to 
National Public Radio (NPR) and Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) via the Cor-
poration for Public Broadcasting.43 NPR and PBS will be able to continue operating 
through donor and sponsor support, but the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 
a nonprofit that provided funding for American public broadcasters from 1967 to 
2025 using congressional appropriations, shut down in January 2026. In addition 
to raising complex constitutional questions about who has authority over federal 
spending, the withdrawal of funding for public media by the Trump administration 
suggests we will need to find other solutions to the financial shortfalls currently 
affecting commercial journalism, which will need to pick up the slack resulting 
from defunded public media.

The defunding of public media should be understood as a broader attack on 
independent journalism that is critical of political power. President Trump has used 
a variety of tactics to pressure broadcasters and newspapers that he sees as provid-
ing politically biased coverage. He sued CBS over their editing of an interview with 
then–presidential candidate Kamala Harris. While most legal experts believe the 
suit had no merit, CBS’s parent company, Paramount Global, settled the case for 
$16 million, possibly because Federal Communications Commission (FCC) con-
sent was required to approve a merger between Paramount and Skydance Media, 
which closed in August 2025.44 When comedian and host of CBS’s Late Show fran-
chise Stephen Colbert referred to the settlement as “a big fat bribe,” Paramount 
announced that his show would be canceled at the end of its season in May 2026 
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due to financial reasons, leading to speculation that programming decisions were 
coming under political pressure.45

Humor in particular has been a site of conflict between broadcasters and the 
Trump administration. When comedian and television host Jimmy Kimmel com-
plained that Trump supporters were rushing to pin blame for the 2025 assassination 
of Charlie Kirk on their political rivals, FCC Chairman Brendan Carr used a podcast 
appearance to insinuate that ABC stations should stop carrying Kimmel’s late night 
show or risk losing their broadcast licenses, noting, “We can do this the easy way 
or the hard way.”46 Carr’s threat was strengthened by the fact that several broad-
cast networks are already being investigated by the FCC for possible political bias. 
Hundreds of protesters marched on Disney’s headquarters (ABC’s parent company) 
in Burbank, California, and more canceled or threatened to cancel their streaming 
services unless Kimmel’s show was reinstated.47 ABC changed policy and Kimmel 
returned to the air less than a week later.

While the United States has rigorous freedom of expression protections under 
the First Amendment, there are no constitutional guarantees regarding the fiscal 
viability of any particular media outlets. While U.S. courts would likely prevent the 
White House from ordering a newspaper to suppress coverage of a particular story, 
Trump’s $15 billion defamation suit against The New York Times could bankrupt the 
newspaper should a court decide to hear it and find in the president’s favor.48

When Elon Musk took over Twitter in 2022, millions of users concerned 
about his proposed directions for the platform began to seriously con-
sider the question of “platform power,” many for the first time. Platform 

power is the idea that the owner of a social media platform, search engine, or AI chat-
bot has significant control over the information a user sees or shares. Faced with 
the possibility that Twitter under Musk might be more tolerant of extreme speech, 
many users left the platform for alternatives like Bluesky or Mastodon.49 

The move from Twitter/X to Bluesky and Mastodon is not just a move from one 
set of platform rules to another. These new social platforms are designed around 
the principle of decentralization. Different instances of Mastodon–independently 
run servers using the Mastodon software–have different rules on what content is 
allowable and different financial models to pay for the service. Some nodes (social 

.coop, for example) are governed and fiscally supported by communities, while oth-
ers are commercial or personal projects controlled by a single person or team. While 
rules for what content is allowable can differ from one server to another, users of one 
server can still view content posted on other servers, if their rulesets are compatible. 

Decentralization is appealing in theory but has proven confusing for some 
users in practice. Defederation–in which the owner of a server decides not to for-
ward content from another specific server–is essential to the governance of social 
networks but can be hard for users to understand. When Gab, a white nationalist 
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social network, began using Mastodon, many servers defederated, making it so 
that their users could not see posts on the Gab server and Gab users could not see 
their posts.50 Other defederations have involved sexually suggestive anime and 
controversy over reporting of trans issues.51 Defederation gives users vastly more 
control over what ruleset social media operates under–you can choose the ruleset 
you want and move to another server or open your own if you change your mind. 
Federated social networks require more thought and expertise than joining a cen-
tralized network like Instagram or X.

Users of Bluesky have faced another issue with federation: Is a network actu-
ally decentralized if there’s only one viable server? Bluesky has become a popular 
destination for refugees from X because the user experience is very similar to pre-
Musk Twitter and because the service gives users a great deal of control over what 
content appears in their feeds. But some users have complained that so long as 
Bluesky primarily has a single set of servers run by the company that has writ-
ten the software, it remains only theoretically decentralized. A grassroots effort 
called Free Our Feeds has proposed raising $30 million to build meaningful paral-
lel infrastructure, allowing users concerned with governance of Bluesky to move 
to an alternative server. While they have fallen short of their original fundraising 
goals, there is widespread enthusiasm for the idea, including from the Bluesky 
team.52 In the meantime, Blacksky, a community on Bluesky focused on commu-
nities of color, has developed its own implementation of the protocol that Bluesky 
uses–the Authenticated Transfer (AT) Protocol–which may make it possible for 
knowledgeable users to run their own Bluesky compatible servers, much like users 
who start Mastodon servers.

While there has been more conversation about decentralized social networks 
than actual widespread adoption of these technologies, an increased awareness of 
how social networks operate and who has power and control over them is a step 
toward reshaping the information environment in more civically inclusive direc-
tions. In addition to conversations about the “fediverse”–a set of decentralized 
services that operate on the protocol used by Mastodon, and a parallel environ-
ment based around Bluesky’s AT protocol–real estate magnate Frank McCourt has 
launched Project Liberty, an effort to build decentralized social networks around a 
blockchain-based protocol that he believes will empower a landscape of compet-
itive social networks.53

Our recommendation in Our Common Purpose to consider interoperable pro-
tocols as the basis for new, pro-civic social networks is where reality has steered 
closest to our aspirations, though the growth of alternative social networks par-
allels our suggestion for public-supported social networks that follow the logic of 
public broadcast media. And while we did not explicitly address AI in our 2020 rec-
ommendations, the rise of powerful AI chatbots is leading to the idea of sovereign 
AI, in which countries build their own AI systems on servers and data they control. 
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It is possible that sovereign AI may open a discussion of technology in the public 
interest that might expand to include social media, search engines, and other key 
technologies.54

Encouragingly, we’ve seen creative experimentation at the intersection of local 
news and participatory media, suggesting that what might work is a blend of exist-
ing social networks and local media, cooperating to bring more local voices into 
conversations about local events. Vermont Public–the state’s public broadcaster–
partnered with Front Porch Forum, an email-based hyperlocal social network that 
links citizens in each Vermont town, to shape their 2024 election coverage. Ver-
mont Public and Front Porch Forum collected several hundred comments from 
each county in Vermont and launched a Citizens Agenda initiative, steering their 
campaign coverage to focus on issues the public identified as most important.55

It’s difficult to build explicitly civic-focused social networks–most people’s lives 
do not center on local or national politics. Front Porch Forum, which is largely used 
to help neighbors advertise tag sales and lost pets, has shown that it can be activated 
as a powerful civic tool at moments of political importance or natural disaster like 
the 2023 riverine flooding that devastated many Vermont communities.56 

These “latent civic networks” may present an opportunity for local news organi-
zations to build local audiences around interests and “activate” them at moments 
of civic need. The Arizona Daily Star is building a discussion platform–Wildcaster 
LIVE–around University of Arizona sports, connecting readers with sports report-
ers in real-time chats.57 These two-way relationships between news consumers and 
reporters are already shaping sports coverage and hold the potential to reshape 
coverage of civic issues, through a model like Vermont Public’s Citizens Agenda, 
or be activated in moments of crisis. And despite the challenges of developing local 
networks, New_ Public, one of the most respected research organizations focused 
on online communities, has launched Roundabout, a locally focused community 
product likely to test theories about the power of latent civic capacity.58 

Digital efforts to make local news coverage more participatory won’t be enough 
to address the core financial challenges local newspapers are facing. The National 
Trust for Local News is a foundation-financed effort to acquire, combine, and 
operate local newspapers, creating efficiencies of scale while operating within an 
explicit public-interest framework designed to prevent the creation of news deserts. 
The Colorado News Conservancy, for example, was established by the National 
Trust to bring together the online news outlet The Colorado Sun with Colorado 
Community Media (CCM), an independent, family-owned chain of twenty-four 
newspapers and websites that serve Denver and its suburbs.59 The Conservancy 
recently bought a press from a failing Gannett operation and now uses it to publish 
its Colorado papers.60

The National Trust has followed similar approaches in Maine and Georgia and 
has established a promising model, but it has not been without controversy. As 
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leadership of the nonprofit has moved beyond its founding team, it has sold several 
of its Colorado papers to a for-profit news company in Arizona, raising questions 
about whether these divestitures are consistent with its mission. Defenders of the 
National Trust argue that a combination of nonprofit and for-profit solutions will 
be essential to provide local journalism over the long haul.61

P erhaps the greatest surprise in the information landscape since issuing Our 
Common Purpose has been the rise of artificial intelligence as a central fea-
ture of the information environment. The introduction of ChatGPT as a web 

application in late 2022 demonstrated the power and promise of large language 
models–systems that create convincing text by extrapolating from patterns in huge 
corpora of existing texts–to answer questions and deliver information. ChatGPT 
effectively created a new, fast-growing category of web applications: chatbots that 
seem likely to supplant existing search engines.

The visibility of chat services like ChatGPT and Claude, as well as other “genera-
tive AI” systems that can produce images and video from natural-language prompts, 
is provoking society-wide conversation about the social impacts of AI systems. 
Amid promises and warnings that AI will end work as we know it, lead to waves of 
political misinformation and propaganda, entrench existing discrimination and 
biases into code, and possibly threaten all human life–institutions of all sorts are 
holding dialogues about AI ethics and governance. Given the massive investment 
in both AI companies and the data center and computer hardware companies that 
enable them, it’s unclear whether any institutions have the power to halt a societal 
adoption of powerful AI systems, but it does seem likely that we will have a more 
thorough and engaged conversation about the promise and problems of AI. 

It is helpful to contrast this approach to the shift from broadcast to participa-
tory civic information architectures, where conversation only moved from expert 
dialogue into the mainstream a decade into a social media revolution. Social media 
had a long honeymoon, with enthusiasm over a “Facebook revolution” in Egypt 
counterbalancing emerging concerns about pervasive surveillance, political polar-
ization, and harms to individual users. As legislators consider bills like the Kids 
Online Safety Act (KOSA), and Australia and France restrict social media to users 
over sixteen years old, there is a sense that the horse has already left the barn.62 
Facebook is more than two decades old. An entire generation has grown up in an 
information environment shaped by social media. There may still be time for a debate 
about whether we want an information environment in which tools like OpenAI’s 
recently shuttered Sora–a text-to-video model and social media app based on 
AI-generated video–are an acceptable part of the civic information ecosystem.63

We can see the early signs of civic-participation efforts to ensure that AI adoption 
considers social impacts. For instance, the State of New Jersey employed the online 
platform All Our Ideas to collect residents’ concerns and hopes about AI systems 
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in the workplace.64 The output was a rank-ordered list of concerns that citizens 
wanted to see addressed as the state set AI policy. 

There is also the intriguing possibility that AI may open new channels for par-
ticipatory politics. Media scholar Eric Gordon has pointed out that governments 
collect an enormous amount of data from citizens about their views and preferences, 
but that this input is rarely central in shaping policy decisions. Gordon believes 
AIs may help governments through “generative listening,” turning huge datasets 
and submissions in multiple languages into insights that could make government 
more responsive to public input.65

For AI to have a positive role to play in a civic information environment, it needs 
to be trusted. So far, with AI chatbots that have been trained on pirated materials, 
that are prone to hallucinations, and that often harvest user data, trust has been 
hard to find. Building conversations around AI and the information environment 
proactively, not reactively, will be critical in realizing an ecosystem in which AI fea-
tures important human voices, rather than drowning them out.

I n writing Our Common Purpose, we knew we were addressing America at a 
moment of profound political upheaval. We took advantage of that moment to 
introduce a range of interventions, many of which had already been discussed 

and debated by academics and policymakers over the course of years or decades. 
Most of the proposals we offered for the information environment had a much 
shorter lifespan, in part because problems like the politicization of the Supreme 
Court have been understood for much longer than we’ve understood how the rise of 
social networks would damage the advertising business of local news organizations.

As a result, our strategies and recommendations may have been less forceful than 
the times demanded. It is not clear that we could have successfully advocated for 
a media bargaining code, as in Canada or Australia, nor could we have known that 
funding for local social networks that operated like public media would have been 
cut under the second Trump administration. But the ambition of proposals may 
signal the seriousness of the problems we face, and those problems are profound.

We are fortunate that the rise of AI, with both real economic implications and 
overheated hype, is spurring public dialogue about how we, as a society, should gov-
ern our technologies. Alongside conversations about existential risk or universal 
basic income to compensate those who lose their jobs to chatbots, we need a robust 
conversation about the future of our information environment. The transforma-
tion a company like Google has had over our understanding of the world, through 
controlling what we can discover via search and by damaging local journalism by 
claiming its primary revenue stream, may well be exceeded by the transformations 
OpenAI or Anthropic bring about.

The idea of sovereign AI, in which nations assert the need for AI as a government-
funded public good, offers a suggestion. Democracies need a robust information 
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environment, and AI threatens to concentrate that power in the hands of a small 
number of venture-backed for-profit companies. Before AI transforms news report-
ing, information gathering, and political debate, we need to take seriously the idea 
that we must either ensure these new companies act in the interests of a robust 
and competitive democracy, or we must aggressively find ways to create our own 
citizen-led information infrastructures.
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The Hardest Part Is Always People

Sandra González-Bailón

Technological innovation has a dual nature: it is propelled by visionary inventors 
but its ultimate trajectory is shaped by human behavior, which is messy, unpredict-
able, and resistant to neat explanations. Information infrastructures reflect this same 
tension: their design alone cannot guarantee purpose or alignment with collective 
goals. Only by asserting authority over how priorities are defined can we ensure that 
information architectures serve the social infrastructures they are meant to support.

T echnological change is perhaps most aptly described with two aphorisms: 
“the best way to predict the future is to invent it” and “the hardest part of pre-
dicting technology is predicting people.” The first conveys the hubris with 

which technological elites (tech founders, investors, high-ranking engineers) try to 
shape our shared trajectories. It is also a call for action: the future needs to be actively 
shaped by creating the conditions that will allow preferred scenarios to flourish. The 
second aphorism highlights the difficulty of anticipating what those conditions are. 
Hubris or the inclination to act does not make it easier to manage people. Ultimately, 
only people can manage themselves. And so it is that you may deploy new technol-
ogy thinking it will do this and it ends up doing that because of how people decide to  
use it.

The past twenty years of digital innovation offer many examples of the hubris 
that has shaped the world we live in and its many blind spots because, well, social 
behavior is difficult to fully envision. 

The web was created to put the world’s information at our fingertips, only to 
then allow us to open the garden gates to platforms personalized for us. There we 
remain, unable to leave. Internet networks spanned continents to bridge time and 
space, but most users decided to stay parochial, committed to narrow views. Social 
media once promised to liberate the world, but we got stuck to their feeds like flies 
to a glue strip. Liberation, it turned out, was never the point. 

Yes, there are structural factors that do not leave much space to maneuver. As 
users, there is only so much we can do to counter the network effects of technology: 
its value increases with the people who use it and resisting the pull is like resisting a 
powerful wave. There is also little we can do to resist economic pressures to get on 
board with the latest tool promising to transform society (exhibit A: AI chatbots). 
Nobody wants to miss the gold rush. But what we pay attention to is still in the realm 
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of the things we control. We may feel forced to use a technology, but we decide to 
what end we put it.

Information infrastructures like the internet exist to enable communication and 
disseminate knowledge, support coordination, and facilitate innovation. The press 
is one of the key pillars of modern society because it created that type of infrastruc-
ture. The newswire allowed information to move faster than traditional mail, and 
it enabled newspapers (national and local) to create a shared public understand-
ing of events as they unfolded. The muscle of the Fourth Estate owes much of its 
strength to the old cousin of the internet: the telegraph.

Journalism as an institution holds society together by helping establish what is 
shared reality. Journalism as practice faces many difficulties, and the internet has 
proven to be a much more challenging medium for the press than the telegraph 
was in its day. Drowned in screens full of competing content, we–the common 
people–seem to be paying less attention to the news. Our feeds offer unlimited 
material to look at, and although we choose what we pay attention to, we still do 
not always choose wisely.

T he Our Common Purpose report, published in 2020, asked what we can do 
today that will strengthen American political and civic life in the world to 
come.1 It presented six strategies and thirty-one recommendations for rein-

venting American constitutional democracy. The fifth strategy focuses on how to 
build civic information architecture that supports common purpose and sets 2026 as 
the time horizon for achieving “significant progress toward its recommendations.”2 

Writing these lines in 2026, it is difficult not to read the report with the same 
retrospective smugness with which we read old diary entries, that dubious plea-
sure of knowing how the story turned out. The report’s recommendations indeed 
resemble the aspirations of an ambitious younger self. You wake up one day con-
templating where those ambitions actually landed. 

In his contribution to this volume of Dædalus, Ethan Zuckerman describes the 
reality of the past six years with well-chosen pearls: tech elites and political elites 
are today more intertwined than ever; platforms’ increasing secrecy is eroding 
attempts to hold them accountable; public media are being defunded, tightening the 
lid on society’s Fourth Estate; and the AI beast is pulling at its chain, threatening to 
devour everything that makes us human.3 How is all this compatible with the lofty 
goal of rebuilding the information architecture to strengthen a shared civic mission? 

The “common purpose” that gave title to the report seems even more elusive 
today than six years ago. (Not that the report offered an explicit definition of purpose, 
other than coming up with “creative and innovative solutions to democracy’s great-
est challenges.”)4 Who decides on shared priorities as we look for those solutions? 
This question, alas, defies agreement.
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Those who believe in the invisible hand of the market will argue that it is all of 
us self-interested people who ultimately determine how value is ranked. As if we 
didn’t contain multitudes. 

Yes, we may want to have more control over privacy, but no, we don’t invest the 
time or energy to customize the privacy settings on the apps that crowd our days. 
Yes, we may want to be informed citizens, but no, we are not willing to pay the sub-
scriptions that fund journalists nor spend time reading their reporting. Yes, we may 
want to build engaged civic communities, but no, we do not want to deal with the 
inevitable fatigue and friction required to keep them cohesive. We may want to be 
better versions of ourselves, but we do not always have it within us to change: life 
is demanding. Technological markets cannot resolve these paradoxes, so they often 
misread what we want, our actual priorities, and the values we hope to see elevated. 

Those who believe in the power of corporations to manufacture demand (who, 
again, asked for ChatGPT?) will argue that our needs are engineered. As if the need 
to connect and communicate did not define the core of our existence. We may not 
have asked for ChatGPT, but there was no difficulty coming up with uses once it was 
available to us. AI breakthroughs are already indispensable. As Zuckerman writes, 

“It’s unclear whether any institutions have the power to halt a societal adoption of 
powerful AI systems.”5 Look at how universities–from professors to students to 
administrative leadership–are all embracing the AI age.6 

Building on the observations of legal scholar Evelyn Douek, Zuckerman singles 
out 2020 as the year that changed the internet.7 It was the year of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the many false claims that were being made about the virus, so platforms 
turned up the dial on content moderation, with cascading consequences, including 
the deplatforming of political figures that came back with more power. I see other 
turning points. Most prominent for me are 2013 and 2016. It is in 2013 that we saw 
the start of the #BlackLivesMatter movement but also Edward Snowden’s revela-
tions on mass, global surveillance programs; the launch of the Internet Research 
Agency, a Russian company engaged in online propaganda and influence opera-
tions; and the purchase of The Washington Post by Amazon founder Jeff Bezos. In 
2016, we saw Brexit, Donald Trump’s first electoral success, and AlphaGo (created 
by DeepMind, an AI research lab acquired by Google in 2014) winning against the 
Go master Lee Sedol. The latter victory was one of the breakthroughs that allowed 
AI to become the reality it is today, a reality we praise and fear. The AlphaGo episode 
is not mentioned in Zuckerman’s essay, but it created the conditions (the capital, 
the public expectation) for what he calls “the next big shift”: the public release of 
ChatGPT in late 2022. 

All these events–and many others over the course of the last twenty-five years–
changed the nature and possibilities of the information architectures we have today. 
What happened in 2020 was just another turn. There are many such turning points. 
There are also many forking paths, moments when the outcome was decided rather 
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than delivered. Breakthroughs and discoveries happen unpredictably, information 
architectures are designed. The question is by whom and with what incentives. 

In the end, what the Our Common Purpose report and Zuckerman’s essay advocate 
for is something everybody agrees on: information infrastructures can support and 
erode common purpose; in other words, we need to keep the good stuff and hold 
off the bad stuff. How can we maximize the benefits of information infrastruc-
tures while protecting the resilience and integrity of the underlying social fabric? 
Achieving this balance requires designing systems that enhance connection and 
trust rather than fray them.

In his recent book How to Save the Internet, Nick Clegg (former president of global 
affairs at Meta) opens with what he calls the Power Paradox: “On the one hand, 
digital technologies, from the internet and social media to generative AI, have 

greatly democratized power, and promise to continue to do so, loosening the control 
of political and media gatekeepers . . . ; on the other, they have centralized economic 
and political power in the hands of a small number of vast internet platforms.”8

We can easily agree that these two realities coexist. Diagnosing what went wrong 
in two decades of platform disruption is far more difficult.

Clegg’s account of what he learned during his time at Meta is very different from 
that of Sarah Wynn-Williams–a senior public policy executive at Meta prior to 
Clegg’s arrival–in her memoir Careless People.9 Clegg talks about platform power: 
that is, the influence these technologies have over public life. Wynn-Williams talks 
about the power of people: specifically, the people choosing which fork in the path 
to take. Both cherry-pick their recollections to create a different narrative of the 
power dynamics keeping platforms afloat, but the data points they decide to focus 
on are indicative of the nature of the problem: technologies without people are 
like words without air. Just silence. Technologies only become consequential when 
animated by purpose and social meaning. The question again is whose purpose and 
meaning these infrastructures are built to serve. 

(On the topic of cherry-picking evidence or, rather, how to prevent it: one of the 
Our Common Purpose recommendations was to require, through federal legislation, 
data openness to allow researchers to measure what happens in digital contexts. 
Not only is such legislation nonexistent in the United States but the U.S. govern-
ment is currently actively opposing European attempts to make tech firms more 
accountable. As said: the aspirations of a younger self.)

Yet there is a deeper read on technology’s ability to support or destroy, not dif-
ferent from how we look at science and the rationality that drives it. Sometimes 
ideas run away from their creators (like algorithms running amok). Sometimes 
technological breakthroughs carry moral ambiguity: they are neither good nor 
evil but can be both. In The MANIAC, a fictionalized biography of polymath John 
von Neumann, Chilean writer Benjamín Labatut recounts the birth of artificial 
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intelligence through the lives of those who brought it into existence.10 He writes: 
“Technology . . . is a part of us, just like the web is part of the spider. . . . It is not the 
particularly perverse destructiveness of one specific invention that creates dan-
ger. The danger is intrinsic. For progress there is no cure.” (This last sentence is 
borrowed verbatim from von Neumann’s essay “Can We Survive Technology?” 
published in 1955.)11 The point is: there is no cure for human inventiveness, which 
is good because that is also our hope. 

To return to the aphorisms that began this response: the future we want needs 
to be actively shaped by creating the conditions that will allow it to flourish. That 
future starts with claiming authority over how we define priorities. Zuckerman 
closes his essay with an example of how this can be accomplished through “civic-
participation efforts to ensure that AI adoption considers social impacts.”12 

The state of New Jersey has been using All Our Ideas, a crowdsourcing platform, 
to collect information on the hopes and concerns workers have about the impact of 
generative AI on work.13 This platform was originally created by sociologist Matthew 
J. Salganik at Princeton University to scale up survey research and combine it with 
voting and ranking mechanisms so that different ideas can not only be considered 
but also prioritized. This tool is now hosted by the nonprofit Citizens Foundation, 
whose stated mission is to connect governments and citizens.14 

That is a great example of how technology can serve the shaping of civic infor-
mation architectures. The power of technology lies not just in building the future 
but in helping us stay focused on what matters most. 
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Community News Is the Key

Steven Waldman

The collapse of local newspapers and the decline in the number of local journal-
ists is associated with a variety of democratic ills, including more corruption, fewer 
candidates running for office, less knowledgeable voters, less participation in civic asso-
ciations, and increased polarization. In addition, the vacuum left by local news has 
been filled by national media institutions and social media, concentrating the control 
of information in a few powerful hands and deepening public mistrust of the media. 
It will take a combination of creative public policy, philanthropic support, social entre-
preneurship, and business model innovation to counter these trends. But perhaps above 
all else, we need a sufficient number of local reporters on the ground in communities. 

The shifts in the civic information environment have been seismic. We’ve  
gone from a time when almost no one could broadly disseminate their views 
to one in which almost anyone can. From a time when misinformation could 

sometimes spread despite resistance from the big media systems to one in which 
it spreads at warp speed with the assistance of media systems. From a time when 
capturing moving images was the province of specialists to one when it’s easier 
than reading or writing. From a time when the main costs were printing and dis-
tribution to one in which the main cost is labor. And from a time when technology 
did computations for us to one in which it writes, designs, ideates, codes, conjures, 
creates, and thinks on our behalf.

In the face of this collection of such mind-bending transformations, it may seem 
odd to say that one of the most important things for us to do is reverse the collapse 
of local news. Countering once-in-a-millennia technological shifts by requesting 
more people cover school board meetings may seem like a solution not quite up 
to the challenge. But Ethan Zuckerman is dead right in highlighting that as a key 
area of scrutiny: reviving community news is one of the best ways to counter the 
negative effects of the revolution in how people get information.1 It’s why, before 
the 2020 presidential election, historian Timothy Snyder said the collapse of local 
news was “the essential problem of our republic.”2 

First, let’s understand the scale of the collapse. We have seen about a 75 percent 
drop in the number of local journalists since 2002, according to a 2025 study by 
Muck Rack and Rebuild Local News.3 This jibes with a different study from North-
western University’s Medill School of Journalism and with data from the Bureau 
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of Labor Statistics.4 That means that in 2002, there were roughly forty journalists 
per one hundred thousand residents. Now there are about eight. 

Thousands of newspapers have closed and those that remain are unlikely to 
provide local coverage of depth. Between 1999 and 2017, coverage of local politics 
dropped by 56 percent, according to a 2021 study of 121 newspapers by political 
scientists Danny Hayes and Jennifer Lawless.5 It’s gotten worse since then. The 
collapse of newspapers has debilitated the entire local news system as television 
and radio have tended to rely on newspaper reporters for much original reporting, 
especially when it comes to turning over rocks or explaining things that institu-
tional leaders would rather leave unsaid.

Research indicates that the collapse is associated with or causes more corruption, 
more voter ignorance, fewer candidates running for office, less volunteering with local 
associations like the PTA, and less split-ticket voting. One landmark study showed 
that the loss of local news correlated with lower bond ratings and higher tax rates.6 

Just as important, there is impressive evidence that less local information exacer-
bates polarization.7 The reason: the contraction of local news leaves an information 
vacuum that is filled by social media (which is polarizing and more likely to include 
falsehoods) and national news (which is more likely to be partisan). People are 
focused on national topics (or view local controversies through a national lens) 
and are less likely to build strange-bedfellow alliances on local issues. 

After looking at a variety of civic measures, Hayes and Lawless concluded that 
“the most dramatic change in the civic life U.S. communities have experienced in 
the last 20 years [is] the decimation of the local news media.”8 

More recently, we have seen the neutering and co-opting of key national media 
institutions. A few decades ago, “corporate news media” could be fairly described 
as a mixed bag. It inserted subtle biases of a certain class of people, but it provided 
journalists with a sense of clout with which to challenge power. Now, corporate 
media is more fragile than small media because officials can threaten company 
executives through other nonmedia business interests. Donald Trump got to Jeff 
Bezos not by threatening The Washington Post but by endangering his technology 
companies Blue Origin and Amazon.

Just as important, the new media establishment–TikTok, X, Facebook, YouTube– 
concentrates power in just a few hands, increasingly aligned with one political 
party. When the digital revolution began last century, it seemed like a one-way trip 
toward more dispersed information. Now, in many ways, control is more concen-
trated than ever.

Local news–at least when it’s in local hands–needs to grow to counter the 
concentration of national media. Thousands of flowers, not a few mighty 
tree trunks. There are three parts of the drive to revive local news: business 

model innovation, philanthropy, and public policy.
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We have seen a flowering of social entrepreneurship on the community level: 
at least five hundred new local startups in the last fifteen years.9 Many are trying 
new approaches, including distribution by text message, holding in-person events, 
and forging grand collaborations among media outlets. They are still too small, but 
if more capital came into the system, many of these could scale and substantially 
improve conditions on the ground.

There has also been a surge of philanthropic support in recent years. Led ini-
tially by the Knight Foundation and then by a consortium called Press Forward 
(instigated partly by the MacArthur Foundation), such organizations have added 
something like $100 million–$200 million per year into the system.10 (The news-
paper industry has lost more than $40 billion in annual ad revenue since 2000, so 
we have a ways to go, but technological improvements–especially not needing to 
print newspapers and deliver them to houses–mean we need $3 billion annually 
in new money to cover the loss.)11

Finally, public policy has become more creative and successful. When we think 
about media policy, our minds may gravitate toward NPR or PBS, but we should 
think as much about two other models: the postal subsidy that was enacted in 1792 
and lasted for about one hundred and fifty years after that, and the tax deduction 
for charitable contributions enacted in 1917.12 The postal subsidy gave newspapers 
cheaper mailing rates; in modern dollars, the value would be about $50 billion a 
year offset by the revenue from standard mailing rates. By contrast, the budget for 
the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) that funded NPR and PBS hovered 
around $500 million, with a sliver of that going toward local news.13 The provision 
of the U.S. tax code allowing individuals to deduct donations to charity massively 
strengthened America’s nonprofit sector, involving $55 billion–$82 billion in sup-
port at its peak.14

What these developments have in common is that they do not involve wise men 
and women sitting around a table making discretionary judgments about worthi-
ness–and, in First Amendment terms, they don’t involve government officials 
making decisions about content. They are entitlements, value-laden incentives 
embedded deep in the tax code, distributing funds according to relatively objective 
criteria, on a massive scale.

With those principles in mind, a new generation of public policy ideas has been 
born, several of which Zuckerman mentions in his Dædalus essay. And there has 
been some progress.

	• Employment subsidies. Illinois and New York have passed laws to provide 
refundable tax credits (that is, grants) to newsrooms for the hiring of staff.15 
Illinois’s law is targeted specifically at hiring local reporters; New York’s 
at media in general. These subsidies are based on a bill that passed the U.S. 
House of Representatives that would have provided $1.7 billion over five 
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years.16 This approach aligns behavior incentives in the right direction–
toward the hiring of reporters.

	• Support for businesses that advertise in local news. Lawmakers in Kansas introduced 
legislation that would create a tax credit for small businesses that advertise 
in community news. This is based on some experiments on the county level 
in which governments provided grants to businesses that advertise.17

	• The Report for America model. California, New Mexico, and Washington State 
have launched “fellowship” programs that place scores of reporters into local 
newsrooms and subsidize their salaries.18 

	• Government advertising shift. In 2021, New York City passed a law requiring half 
of its government advertising spending to go to community news. Over five 
years, this shifted a stunning $72 million toward local outlets.19 

	• Consumer subsidies. There have been several approaches to subsidize consum-
ers who want to support local news. Multiple federal bills have proposed 
providing a tax credit to those who buy subscriptions or donate to nonprofit 
news. A pending bill in the District of Columbia would provide a voucher.20

	• Community News Investment Funds. The newest of the ideas, several philan-
thropic groups are looking at setting loan funds or matching funds.21

Six states have enacted laws at the state or local level that will generate $246 mil-
lion over five years and about $80 million in 2026 alone.22 If this movement grows, 
we could see this generating north of $1 billion a year in support.

Not surprisingly, the impact of artificial intelligence cuts in multiple direc-
tions here. On the positive side, it should enable those remaining journalists to do 
far more with less, including devising ways of reaching residents who have been 
missed before. On the other hand, as Zuckerman notes, its first effect will be to fur-
ther undermine the revenue model of local news by eliminating the need to click 
through from a search result to an underlying story. Once again, local news outlets 
will invest in the labor to create new information while someone else–previously 
a search engine or social media company, now an AI company–will capture most 
of the monetary value.

We need to decide quickly whether we want a vicious or virtuous circle. Without 
a critical mass of local reporters, AI will be inaccurate and less useful–and more 
likely to spread misinformation. Zuckerman writes, “For AI to have a positive role to 
play in a civic information environment, it needs to be trusted. So far, with AI chat-
bots that have been trained on pirated materials, that are prone to hallucinations, 
and that often harvest user data, trust has been hard to find.”23 With sufficient local 
reporting, it could be quite effective at informing communities. This is why AI has 
a deep financial interest in paying for the revival of local news.
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So it keeps coming back to there being a sufficient number of living, breathing 
local reporters. Democracy, communities, and artificial intelligence all need 
these people. And it is most likely to be humans, not bots–even good ones–

that will restore trust in media, which is a goal of democracy in itself.
Obviously having more scruffy reporters sitting at school board meetings should 

not be the only response to historic, mind-bending shifts in information. But we 
shouldn’t think that all technological revolutions need to be modulated by only 
technological solutions. In the case of local news, we need about twenty-five thou-
sand new humans on the ground in communities, using new technologies but also 
old-fashioned techniques (calling people, attending meetings and events, and so on). 

On the scale of what’s being spent on new technology, this is a cheap date, and 
it would help strengthen democracy and make life in communities better.
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Civic Media in the 
Second Gilded Age

Darryl Holliday

Platform monopolies have concentrated wealth and power over civic discourse at 
levels not seen since the first Gilded Age–and the public media system built to counter 
that concentration has never been adequately funded or broadly enough defined. 
But a new generation of civic media practitioners, relational technologists, and 
information stewards isn’t waiting for that system to be rescued. It’s building locally 
governed, human-scaled infrastructure for the information people need to partici-
pate in civic life–and in doing so, redefining what public media can be. Surviving 
the second Gilded Age requires recognizing and resourcing the full range of people 
already doing that work.

M odern tech CEOs have accumulated personal fortunes that match or 
exceed those of historical industrialists like John D. Rockefeller and 
Andrew Carnegie, but in a much shorter timeframe and within a vastly 

larger global economy. Elon Musk’s personal wealth now represents a percentage 
of the U.S. economy comparable to Rockefeller’s wealth at its peak thanks to com-
panies like SpaceX, Tesla, and X (formerly Twitter), his social media business.1 In 
June 2026 he became the world’s first trillionaire (though he dipped below and over 
the trillionaire line throughout the month as his fortune fluctuated). Mark Zuck-
erberg’s Meta generated $196.1 billion in revenue from its advertising operations 
in 2025, up from $163.6 billion in 2024, and has been projected to surpass Google in 
global digital ad revenue by the end of 2026.2 Microsoft claimed over $17.8 billion 
in revenue from LinkedIn for 2025, with a reported increase of 12 percent at the 
close of the fourth quarter in June 2026; while social media platforms like Snapchat 
announced $5.9 billion in 2025 revenue and earnings of $1.6 billion at the close of 
the second quarter in August 2026.3 Social media advertising revenue is expected 
to reach almost $500 billion globally by 2027.4

This concentration of wealth and power matters because these platforms are 
not–as is often claimed–“merely technologies that we have designed.”5 They are 
the products of multinational corporations led by individuals whose personal for-
tunes rival the economic output of entire nations (Meta’s 2025 revenue approached 
Ukraine’s entire 2025 GDP of $212.9 billion).6 And one of the primary casualties of 
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this concentration has been the civic information infrastructure that democratic 
societies depend on.

I’ve watched this unfold as a local reporter covering communities for whom 
such statistics become harsh realities–where the closure of a newspaper doesn’t 
just mean fewer local news providers, but fewer people attending city council meet-
ings, fewer investigations into local corruption, and less coverage of high school 
sports and community events. The friends and colleagues I know working in local 
newsrooms aren’t fighting an abstract battle; they’re trying to sustain organizations 
that serve as civic utilities in an environment increasingly hostile to their survival.

The financial pressures are well documented. Accountability journalism is often 
the most visible benefit of local news, but there’s also emergency reporting during 
crises, coverage of municipal proceedings, documentation of community life, and 
many other forms of local reporting. As a result, communities with strong local 
news and information ecosystems have higher voter turnout, better-informed 
citizens, less government corruption, and stronger social cohesion.7 Yet unlike 
comparable public utilities (water systems, emergency services, internet infra-
structure in some jurisdictions), this critical service has never been adequately 
financed by public investment in the United States. The numbers are stark: in 2021, 
at just 0.002 percent of GDP, U.S. allocation to public media ranked twenty-fifth 
out of twenty-seven representative countries in the definitive comparative study 
conducted by researchers at the University of Pennsylvania. Following the closure 
of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting in January 2026, that percentage is now 
zero.8 These aren’t recent developments; they reflect a long-standing policy choice 
that has left service-oriented, civic-minded news media in the United States chron-
ically underfunded relative to peer democracies.

The result has been a local news industry with a structurally tense relationship 
between its mission-oriented mandate and the economic realities of production. 
News organizations have always struggled to reconcile the public-good nature of 
civic information with rising costs: physical printing and digital hosting, an increas-
ingly educated (and indebted) workforce, real estate in downtown locations chosen 
for proximity to civic centers, legal expenses both offensive and defensive. The 
list goes on.

This tension created vulnerabilities that the companies controlling social media 
platforms would eventually exploit–though “exploit” may be too intentional a 
word for what was often mutual capitulation.

A nyone in the news business over the last twenty years has witnessed multi-
ple waves of what might charitably be called strategic misjudgments. The 

“pivot to video” era (roughly 2015–2017) saw news organizations dramat-
ically shift resources away from written content toward video production, often 
laying off writers and editors in the process, based on platform metrics that later 
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proved unreliable.9 This wasn’t the first capitulation: the “distributed content” era 
of the 2010s, years of Facebook news feed dependence (2012–2018), and adoption 
of Google’s Accelerated Mobile Pages framework each represented news organi-
zations giving up control over distribution, audience relationships, and sometimes 
content format itself in exchange for promised reach or revenue that often failed 
to materialize or disappeared when platforms changed strategies.

The common thread: platforms held all the leverage and could change terms 
unilaterally. News organizations, especially commercial organizations desperate for 
audience and revenue, had little choice but to accept whatever terms were offered.

Meanwhile, journalists and journalism-support organizations largely abstained 
from policy battles that affected their core interests. Unlike the platform companies–
which engaged heavily in policy advocacy to their own benefit–the news industry 
declined to participate in movements aligned with their sustainability. Municipal 
broadband initiatives that would ensure universal internet access (and therefore 
access to digital news) proceeded without significant journalism industry involve-
ment. These broadband networks–from Chattanooga’s EPB Fiber system to the 
more than nine hundred community-owned networks documented by the Insti-
tute for Local Self-Reliance–have expanded digital access for residents across the 
country, built entirely through utility and municipal advocacy without the news 
lobby showing up as a stakeholder.10 Policy frameworks that might have supported 
civic media have also received limited advocacy. The chilling effect was visible in 
episodes like Facebook’s temporary news blockade in Australia and Canada in 
response to legislation requiring Meta to pay local news companies for publishing 
links to their work.11

This wasn’t entirely a hit job from external forces; it was enabled by a profit-first 
orientation within much of the news industry itself, which brings us back to the 
nature of these digital platforms.

In Mark Zuckerberg’s 2012 IPO letter to prospective shareholders, he wrote that 
“Facebook was not originally created to be a company. It was built to accomplish 
a social mission–to make the world more open and connected.”12 Whatever the 
sincerity of that initial vision, the incentive structures of publicly traded companies 
ultimately prevailed. Social media platforms are not neutral technologies or public 
utilities. They are advertising businesses whose products are designed to maximize 
user engagement–which in practice means capturing and monetizing attention.

I think about the attention economy differently now that I’m raising a two-year-
old. Evidence of social media’s harm to children, particularly teenage girls, keeps 
mounting.13 As someone who uses AI tools like Claude to stress test and reformat 
ideas rooted in decades of work in local news and information, I’m watching the 
next evolution of these attention-capture technologies with the same concern. The 
devices we buy are no longer optimized primarily for our benefit. They’re optimized 
to extract behavioral data and capture attention that converts to advertising revenue.
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W hen FCC Chairman Brendan Carr began his campaign to defund the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) in 2025, he cited con-
cerns that public media stations had violated their charter by airing 

advertisements.14 Anyone who’s watched or listened to NPR or PBS knows that 
“underwriting”–the euphemism for those brief sponsor messages–is function-
ally advertising, albeit heavily restricted.15 Underwriting from companies like 
Google, Viking Cruises, Charles Schwab, AT&T, and ExxonMobil are common on 
local stations, making Carr’s targeting of this vulnerability strategic. He went for 
the Achilles heel: public media’s compromise with commercial imperatives in an 
already underfunded system.

The Trump administration’s unilateral defunding of the CPB in 2025 (which 
provided 1–2 percent of NPR funding and around 15 percent of funding for PBS) 
represented not just an attack on specific institutions but a broader assault on the 
principle of publicly financed civic information.16 If 0 percent public funding is the 
current administration’s goal for public media, it’s worth considering what other 
merit goods–public services that individuals in a society should have access to 
based on benefit rather than ability and willingness to pay–might also end up on 
the chopping block: vaccination programs, public education, emergency services, 
subsidized housing, public transportation.17 Advocates in these sectors might find 
common cause in advancing a public media system that informs, engages, and 
equips Americans to protect these pillars of civic life.

The last several years have revived age-old fissures in the business of news, over 
commercial versus nonprofit, public versus private, top-down versus bottom-up. 
The next several years could end the argument, not through reasoned analysis but 
through the elimination of one side of the equation. Big tech platforms, increasingly 
aligned with an administration hostile to public institutions, appear positioned to 
complete what market forces began: the marginalization of public, noncommercial 
civic media–and independent media more broadly–in favor of attention-economy 
platforms optimized for engagement and advertising revenue.

T his trajectory is not inevitable. What’s emerging instead is a recognition that 
the problems created by platform scale might require solutions at a funda-
mentally different scale: the local. By “local,” I don’t mean only physical 

geography, though that’s part of it. Local can also refer to a thing that is intention-
ally limited in its scale or scope, like an affinity group or a cultural identity. Local 
is the opposite of what makes social media platforms ungovernable. 

Consider content moderation, the governance challenge that has defined social 
media’s limitations. At the current level of social media’s aggregate scale, there is 
no amount of moderation that will suffice to account for the 5.6 billion people using 
these platforms (or the harm that it does to the people unfortunate enough to be 
employed as moderators), nor will a marginal move toward decentralization (for 
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example, Mastodon) solve such a critical failing. The core mathematical problem is 
this: even a 1 percent error rate at a billions-of-posts scale means millions of mistakes. 
Perfection is impossible; acceptable performance may be impossible too. More criti-
cally, you cannot scale human moderation without creating a traumatized underclass 
of workers doing fundamentally harmful work. And even if you could hire infinite 
moderators without causing harm, you couldn’t hire enough to make the math work.

But moderation that’s unworkable at platform scale becomes manageable at local 
scale, where stewards can sustain it within the bounds of human capacity. This is 
the true lesson from decentralization efforts like Mastodon: the answer isn’t just 
technical decentralization, it’s relocating governance and stewardship to “local” 
communities that can exercise it.

What does stewardship mean in practice? Drawing from both civic media and 
digital-space building, local stewards are people who actively cultivate healthy 
community environments by setting norms, managing interactions, and supporting 
members much as librarians guide patrons or journalists serve information needs. In 
the digital context, as organizations like New_ Public define it, stewards are volunteers 
and community leaders working to make online spaces inclusive and public-spirited, 
setting guidelines, navigating conflict, and deepening social trust.18 In the civic media 
context, information stewards are the documenters at public meetings, the commu-
nity correspondents gathering neighborhood news, the information organizers who 
help residents access what they need to participate in local decision-making.19

The common principle is that stewardship operates at a scale where relationships 
matter more than metrics, where governance emerges from community participation 
rather than corporate policy, and where the goal is enabling civic action rather than 
maximizing engagement. Local stewardship isn’t about building audiences of mil-
lions, it’s about equipping specific communities with the information and connection 
they need to thrive. It’s sustainable precisely because it doesn’t attempt infinite scale.

This principle of local stewardship is now animating work in two separate but 
increasingly aligned fields: civic media and relational technology.

I n technology, a small but growing community of practitioners is building what 
they call “relational tech”: digital tools designed around mutual benefit and 
collective thriving rather than engagement metrics and advertising revenue. 

But this isn’t simply about creating public versions of existing platforms. As Josh 
Nesbit, cofounder of the Relational Tech Project, put it, “We’ve been robbed of 
plurality and diversity” by big tech training us to show up online in standardized 
ways.20 “We don’t know all the forms” that digital community could take when 
ideas about how we relate “run into a place and people and geography and cultures.”

What makes relational tech different starts with what Nesbit calls the “3PM” 
framework: purpose, process, path, and math. The purpose is explicitly “to serve 
us, to reconnect”–not world domination or data extraction. This repositions 
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technology as “pure assistive tech,” a tool for communities rather than a product 
communities serve. The process inverts typical tech development: instead of spend-
ing most resources on fundraising and implementation with minimal community 
engagement, relational tech aims to “spend a luxurious amount of time in commu-
nity” with execution happening rapidly through AI assistance for technical tasks. 
The people with the most at stake are not just consulted but become central to design.

Paths emphasize “scaling by spreading”: tools that can be remixed and adapted 
place to place rather than deployed identically everywhere.21 The math is per-
haps most radical: instead of the typical tech ratio of one builder creating for 
millions of users (which “flattens the world and experiences–gentrification 
in tech form”), relational tech operates at 1-10-100 scale. One builder works with ten 
co-creators who care deeply about a specific place or community, who then serve 
their one hundred community members. “That can be a good place for something 
to live,” Nesbit explains.

In practice, the relational tech model looks radically different from the infinite 
scroll on platforms like Facebook. In San Francisco’s Outer Sunset neighborhood, 
the online dashboard outersunset.today aggregates information from twenty differ-
ent local sources such as the neighborhood pizza place, community event organizers, 
and local services providers. On a single block, neighbor hub cozycorner.place 
allows residents to coordinate block parties and sign up for roles. A third tool, 
communitysupplies.org, emerged when someone bought too many supplies for a 
kid’s birthday party–now it’s a way for the block to share resources. These three 
tools communicate with each other through an open application programming 
interface (API), creating what Nesbit calls “compostable tech”: things that are “not 
wasteful but thoughtfully go away and get composted into new ideas.”

The result becomes “part of local culture. In the same way people might take you 
to a local bookstore or coffee shop.” Except right now, Nesbit notes, “everyone’s 
taking you to the McDonald’s” of platform monopolies. Relational tech asks: What 
if digital tools were fit for specific purposes, specific times, specific people, rather 
than optimized for universal scale?

In the news and information ecosystem, a similar rethinking is underway. 
Through my work with News Futures–a network of more than eight hundred 
local news providers, philanthropic funders, and journalism support leaders–I’ve 
watched a community of practice coalesce around principles that challenge tra-
ditional industry assumptions.22 These organizations have signed on to a shared 
charter advocating for news as service-oriented, participatory, and reparative, treat-
ing it as a community asset and essential public utility rather than a commercial 
product. The charter’s principles include requiring that people excluded from and 
harmed by traditional news media have a reparative role in shaping its future, that 
collaboration across community stewards replaces competitive gatekeeping, and 
that the goal is vibrant civic life rather than newsroom profit centers.
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The individuals in this network have founded and operate organizations like 
CivicLex, which covers local government in Lexington, Kentucky, while also con-
vening civic infrastructure. In March 2026, it hosted Lexington’s first-ever Civic 
Assembly, bringing together thirty randomly selected residents across seven sessions 
to deliberate on changes to the city’s Urban County Charter. Other organizations 
include Documented, which covers immigration policy and provides immigrants in 
New York City with curated information on local social services through WhatsApp 
and other channels; and the Department of Public Transformation, whose Amplify 
Rural program is building a cross-sector coalition of civic media organizations 
committed to rural storytelling.23 These aren’t theoretical models. They’re oper-
ational organizations demonstrating what civic media can look like when it’s not 
constrained by commercial imperatives or platform dependencies.

The Roadmap for Local News, a report I coauthored in 2023 with Civic News 
Company founder and CEO Elizabeth Green and Free Press’s senior director of 
journalism and civic information Mike Rispoli, proposed reframing the challenge 
around expanding “civic information”–information that equips people to improve 
their communities–rather than saving the news business.24 Its four core strategies 
include direct investment in civic information production, building shared ser-
vices to sustain emerging networks, cultivating supportive public policies while 
maintaining editorial independence, and coordinating work across what the report 
termed “civic media” practitioners: not just traditional newsrooms but also grass-
roots community groups, libraries, schools, and public media institutions. What’s 
significant is that many of these recommendations are now being implemented by 
organizations that didn’t exist when we wrote them.

Consider the Documenters Network, a program I cofounded in 2016 and scaled 
nationally through the civic media lab City Bureau beginning in 2019.25 The prob-
lem it addressed was straightforward but pervasive: as local newsrooms declined, 
coverage of public meetings–where city councils, police boards, school boards, 
and advisory committees make decisions affecting communities–was among the 
first reporting to be cut. As this coverage disappeared, so did public attendance. 
Today it’s not uncommon for consequential public meetings to proceed with no 
journalists or residents present.

The solution was to train and pay community members to attend and document 
these meetings in collaboration with journalists. Over nearly a decade, the program 
has trained thousands of people across two dozen sites nationwide to report on tens 
of thousands of public meetings, paying out more than $1.15 million to those most 
impacted by the decisions being made. But the measurable outcomes go beyond 
attendance numbers. Documenters created a new public record where none existed 
through meeting notes, transcripts, and coverage of governmental processes that 
otherwise wouldn’t leave the halls of power. More significantly, it demonstrated 
a different relationship between journalists and communities: not journalists as 
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sole watchdogs serving passive readers, but journalists facilitating civic participa-
tion by equipping people with information-gathering skills they didn’t know they 
could exercise.

W hat civic media and relational technology share is more than timing 
or rhetoric. Both recognize that local stewardship–community-scale 
governance of information and connection–is the corrective to plat-

form excess. Both understand that the problems created by optimizing for infinite 
scale require solutions designed for finite communities. And both are betting that 
sustainable alternatives can be built without replicating the wealth concentration 
and power asymmetries that define platform dominance.

But this raises an unavoidable question: How do these approaches survive 
economically? The answer draws from a far wider range of possibilities than sub-
scription and membership models alone, and it’s more nuanced than a simple 
commercial versus noncommercial binary. It includes philanthropic funding like 
the national effort organized by Press Forward, public investment at local and state 
levels (rather than federal) as advocated by groups like the Media Power Collabo-
rative and Rebuild Local News, and collective ownership models like The 51st and 
Defector. Crucially, these aren’t just theoretical proposals–the infrastructure is being 
built now. As the Our Common Purpose report projected, by the end of 2026, a tax 
structure in the news and information space may well be established, with funds 
allocated to support local news providers, public-platform experiments, and growth 
in the civic media field.26 If so, it will be thanks to coalitions organizing journal-
ists and members of the public who care about healthy civic information systems.

The platform companies solved the revenue problem by building advertising 
machines optimized for attention capture. That generated extraordinary wealth for 
founders and shareholders while creating the harms documented in the first half of 
this essay. The civic media and relational tech movements are explicitly rejecting that 
model, and in doing so, they’re demonstrating that economic sustainability doesn’t 
require replicating platform-scale extraction. What remains to be seen is whether 
the emerging funding infrastructure can scale quickly enough to meet the need.

There’s another challenge these movements must navigate: the sheer power 
asymmetry. As mentioned, the largest platforms boast revenues exceeding many 
nations’ GDP. The platform companies have effectively unlimited resources for 
user acquisition, feature development, and–crucially–policy advocacy. Local civic 
media organizations and relational tech start-ups are operating at a fundamentally 
different scale of resources.

But this isn’t the first time concentrated private power has threatened public 
goods. The policy victories that created America’s civic information infrastruc-
ture–media mail rates that made magazine subscriptions affordable nationwide, 
the public library system, low power FM radio, the Corporation for Public Broad-
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casting, universal postal service–were all won against similar odds. These weren’t 
technological solutions or market innovations; they were political achievements 
that established certain functions as too essential to leave entirely to commercial 
interests. They recognized that informed citizenship and community connection 
were prerequisites for democracy, not luxury goods for those who could afford them.

The local news field has largely forgotten how to win these fights for robust and 
service-oriented civic information. While platform companies have spent the last 
two decades building sophisticated policy advocacy operations (visible in every-
thing from Facebook’s news blockade in Australia to the defeat of privacy legislation 
in the United States), journalism advocates have mostly stayed out of policy bat-
tles. This is partly understandable; most are focused on survival, on serving their 
communities with inadequate resources. But it’s also strategic misdirection. No 
amount of innovation in news production will matter if the economic infrastruc-
ture remains hostile to public-good media models.

The good news is that policy infrastructure is beginning to re-emerge. Cali-
fornia’s Civic Media Program (a $20 million local news fund), New Jersey’s Civic 
Information Bill (and the resulting Civic Information Consortium), various state-
level news voucher proposals, and municipal broadband initiatives that treat 
internet access as public infrastructure represent a renewed understanding that 
civic information requires public investment and democratic governance, not 
just entrepreneurial hustle.27 The coalitions forming around these efforts (Media 
Power Collaborative, Rebuild Local News, Common Cause California, the League 
of Women Voters, the Press Forward network) are relearning what earlier genera-
tions understood: that the choice isn’t between market solutions and government 
control, but between organized advocacy for public interest and platform compa-
nies writing the rules themselves.

What would it take for local civic media to become more than boutique alterna-
tives? The same thing it took for public libraries, public broadcasting, and universal 
mail service: a political consensus that access to civic information is a public good 
that requires public investment, a reimagining of “public media” accordingly. The 
infrastructure is being built in the forms of civic media organizations, relational 
tech prototypes, and new funding mechanisms. But without policy victories that 
establish sustainable public financing, editorial independence from commercial 
pressure, and protection from platform monopolization, these efforts will remain 
perpetually under-resourced experiments rather than the civic utilities they need 
to become.

During the Gilded Age, the concentration of wealth and power in indus-
trial monopolies eventually prompted regulatory responses: antitrust 
action, labor protections, public utilities frameworks. Those reforms didn’t 

eliminate private enterprise but established that certain functions like education, 
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infrastructure, and basic services required public investment and democratic gov-
ernance rather than pure market logic.

We’re now arguably in a Second Gilded Age, with comparable wealth concen-
tration in platform companies whose products shape civic discourse, community 
connection, and information access. The question is whether we’ll develop com-
parable correctives, or whether the alliance between platform power and hostile 
political administration will eliminate the possibility.

The honest assessment is that social media’s effects appear highly dependent 
on context, user characteristics, and platform design, creating both genuine bene-
fits and genuine harms distributed unevenly across populations and use cases. But 
the current design paradigm consistently prioritizes engagement over well-being, 
advertising revenue over civic benefit, and platform control over user agency.

Civic media and relational technology don’t offer a complete solution but a proof 
of concept: that civic information technologies can be designed for local steward-
ship rather than attention extraction, for community benefit rather than shareholder 
value, for sustainable scale rather than infinite growth. Whether these models can 
survive and spread depends partly on their own sustainability but mostly on whether 
we treat civic information infrastructure as we treat other essential utilities–as 
something that requires public investment rather than being left entirely to market 
forces and platform monopolies.

The stakes are clear–concentration of wealth, power, and prestige at levels 
rarely seen in human history–and the window for change may be short. These 
emerging fields need support in the form of high-quality research that propels and 
challenges core assumptions and outcomes. The leaders of these fields need to be 
networked together in peer-led spaces that value intentional growth, development, 
and camaraderie as the ever-present forces of burnout, co-optation, and entropy 
inevitably arise. The publics that benefit most from their work need new language 
and frameworks that enable them to name challenges and demand better.
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Strengthening American democracy will take more than reforming political insti-
tutions. Equally important is refreshing our civic culture. Specifically, the nation 
needs a reawakening of civic education, broadly defined. Priority one for a renewed 
education in civics is for Americans to learn how to disagree with one another. This 
is harder than it sounds, as most people are predisposed to avoid conflict. Research 
shows that the most effective form of civic education in K–12 classrooms entails the 
open discussion of controversial topics. Tragically but understandably, the current 
political environment makes teachers reluctant to engage in this type of instruction. 
But teachers should be encouraged to lead such discussions and model for our young 
people how to disagree agreeably. Civic education, however, should not be limited 
to the classroom. Civic organizations of all types–clubs, congregations, groups, 
and guilds–are also settings in which we learn to interact with our fellow citizens, 
including and especially people with different political views than our own. While the 
nation’s organizational life has been in decline, the 250th anniversary of America’s 
independence is a unique opportunity for Americans to once again come together in 
local groups to find common ground in spite of political disagreement. 

When considering ways to strengthen democracy, reformers–perhaps 
especially political scientists–often turn to institutional change. Our 
Common Purpose, published by the American Academy of Arts and Sci-

ences, is no exception, as the report features a number of recommendations that 
involve reforming how elections are run and government bodies work.1 I fully 
endorse both the spirit and specifics of those institutional reforms. I also endorse 
the theory of action motivating Our Common Purpose, which is that institutional 
reform is not enough. Reviving American democracy requires more than tweak-
ing or even overhauling the nation’s institutions. Equally important is a refresh of 
the nation’s civic culture. To see why, we need only turn to the voluminous liter-
ature on transitions to, and retreats from, democracy. While scholars of the state 
of democracy hardly ignore the importance of institutions, many also point to the 
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need for strong, widely held democratic norms.2 What are norms but one expres-
sion of culture? For example, the report Habits of Heart and Mind, published by the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences to deepen the recommendations of Our 
Common Purpose, defines civic culture as “the set of norms, values, narratives, hab-
its, and rituals that shape how we live together and govern ourselves in our diverse 
democratic society.”3 When democracy reformers decry the deterioration of dem-
ocratic norms, they are talking about culture. 

It is striking that, way back in 1960, The Civic Culture (the book that popularized 
the term) raised the alarm about the survival of democracy in societies that seem 
a lot like the contemporary United States. 

If there is no consensus within society, there can be little potentiality for the peaceful 
resolution of political differences that is associated with the democratic process. If, 
for instance, the incumbent elite considered the opposition elite too threatening, it is 
unlikely that the incumbents would allow a peaceful competition for elite position.4 

Writing over sixty years ago, Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba pinpointed the need 
for a healthy civic culture as a necessary condition for democracy. 

The key question for democratic reform is not whether norms–that is to say, 
culture–matter. Rather, it is whether culture can change and, if so, how. While insti-
tutional change is not easy to implement, it is at least straightforward to describe: 
add more seats to the House of Representatives, employ a ranked-choice ballot in 
elections, set term limits for Supreme Court justices. Cultural change is admittedly 
difficult to describe and even more difficult to envision implementing. Without 
confidence that culture is changeable, then the whole exercise of creating a new 
culture is merely a theoretical exercise.

As evidence that culture can indeed change, I point to the recent (2020) book 
by Robert Putnam and Shaylyn Romney Garrett, The Upswing: How America Came 
Together a Century Ago and How We Can Do It Again.5 In it, Putnam and Romney Gar-
rett assemble a wide array of data demonstrating that over the previous century 
and a half, American society–that is to say, American culture–has experienced 
what they call the “I-We-I curve.” During the Gilded Age of the late 1800s/early 
1900s, the United States had a highly individualistic, even selfish, culture–the “I” 
era. This was manifested in the tax code, the lack of a social safety net, and even the 
prevalence of the pronoun I in books published in this era. Then came a “We” era, 
spanning from the Progressive Era through the first decade or so following World 
War II. The tax system was more egalitarian, the social safety net expanded, and 
more and more authors wrote in terms of we instead of I. This is also the period 
Putnam earlier documented as the high-water mark for civic associations and thus 
social capital. This communitarian era was then followed–as is well known–by the 
current historical period in which social capital has declined. In many ways, Amer-
ican culture, society, and public policy have returned to the individualism of the 
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Gilded Age. I has replaced we–not just metaphorically, but also in the written word. 
I suggest an addendum to the I-We-I curve, as the current era is not just character-
ized by individualism but also political antagonism. Ours is a time of I-versus-You.

My objective here is not to parse the specifics of the Putnam–Romney Garrett 
metrics but instead to make the general point that culture, including aspects of culture 
directly relevant to the health of a democratic society, can change–for the worse and 
the better. And if change is possible, what should a reimagined civic culture look like?

Strategy 6 of Our Common Purpose makes a number of recommendations to fos-
ter “a culture of commitment to constitutional democracy and one another.”6 
While at first glance these recommendations may seem like disparate species–

an expectation of national service, an initiative to have conversations around the 
country about the American story, civic gatherings and rituals–they share enough 
common DNA to be grouped under a single genus. I argue that they can all be con-
sidered a form of civic education (the reform of which is also a recommendation 
within Strategy 6). Here I adopt the spirit of Our Common Purpose in calling for a 
renewal of civic education in America but broaden its scope to cover the renewal of 
civic culture more generally. 

If the term civic education conjures up images of schoolchildren dutifully learning 
how a bill becomes a law, that barely scratches the surface of what I mean. By civic 
education, I am referring to the myriad ways in which we all learn to deal with each 
other: that is, how to be citizens. The meaning of citizen here is not the narrow, legal 
sense of which government issues you a passport, but in the broad, cultural sense of 
being a member of a community, whether it is defined in global, national, state, or 
local terms. Certainly, K–12 schooling is one important venue for learning citizenship. 
But so is higher education of all types, from community colleges to trade schools to 
universities. Yet even a list of the institutions of formal schooling hardly exhausts 
where civic education takes place, as it includes families, adult education courses, 
religious congregations, clubs, unions, workplaces, and even online activities. 

What would a reimagined civic culture look like? What should a renewal of 
civic education focus on? Fundamentally, we need to learn how to disagree with each 
other and, where possible, to compromise for the common good. When I was an 
undergraduate, a professor of mine used to say that just as economics results from 
scarcity of resources, politics results from scarcity of consensus. I suspect that one 
reason many people profess to dislike politics is because of that lack of consensus; 
what they actually dislike is disagreement. This is because we are hardwired to seek 
commonality and avoid conflict. In her 2006 book Hearing the Other Side, political 
scientist Diana Mutz puts it well:

Conversation is about the search for similarity between people. Anyone who has ever 
sat on an airplane beside a garrulous stranger recognizes the truth of this statement. “So, 
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are you on business in Philly?” No, I live here. “Are you in sales?” Not exactly; I work for 
the University of Pennsylvania. “That must be a huge state school. I went to a big state 
school too.” No, it’s small and private. “Oh really. What kinds of things do you teach?” 
Political science. The passenger responds with relief: “Political science! I took a course 
in political science in college once.” Yes, indeed, I reply: we must be first cousins.7 

In other words, we cannot assume that people will naturally gravitate toward 
people, places, and environments that cause them to experience disagreement. 
Mutz further observes that people tend to assume that others around them are in 
agreement (whether they actually are or not), an assumption that typically goes 
unchallenged because of the reluctance to discuss politics. As a consequence, we 
not only have to learn to disagree with one another in theory, but actually put what 
we learn into practice, despite most people’s natural inclination to sidestep conflict.

Research into K–12 civic education demonstrates the value of learning how to 
disagree with one another. Within this literature, one pedagogical technique that is 
consistently found to be effective for a variety of democratically positive outcomes 
is an open classroom climate.8 While the stereotypical and, sadly, all-too-common 
form of civic education is passively listening to lectures, watching movies, and fill-
ing out worksheets, the best civic educators bring the classroom alive by leading 
their students in discussions of meaningful issues. They foster dialogue and debate. 
In so doing, they ensure that their students have the opportunity not only to speak 
and have their views respected but to learn to listen to others. Creating an open 
classroom climate requires skill; teachers have to strike a balance between allowing 
students to speak their minds while maintaining civil discourse that acknowledges 
the dignity of everyone. It is not for the faint of heart, and we should applaud those 
unsung teachers who do it well. Ironically–even tragically–the current political 
climate has made many teachers wary of fostering discussions around contentious 
issues.9 The very pedagogical method that can help young people navigate our 
polarized politics is often thwarted by that very same polarization. 

What about higher education? Given all the attention paid to battles over free 
speech on campus, cancel culture, and “deplatforming” campus speakers, one might 
get the impression that college students are rarely exposed to disagreement. I am 
less sure that is truly the case. While I have no doubt that many institutions could 
do more to ensure that students are exposed to–and feel safe to express–a wide 
range of perspectives, my sense is that campuses are actually one of the few places 
where young people engage with difficult issues. At my own institution of Notre 
Dame, I recently conducted a representative survey of the undergraduate student 
body and found that roughly one-third report holding conversations with some-
one who holds a different view at least weekly. Is that high or low? Compared with 
the general population of all American adults, it is relatively high. Specifically, it is 
nearly twice the rate of people asked the same question in the nationally representa-
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tive Notre Dame Health of Democracy Survey.10 Eighteen percent of all Americans 
report holding conversations across lines of difference. Unfortunately, I am unable 
to say whether Notre Dame students’ experience is typical of all undergraduates, as 
we do not have systematic data on this question across campuses. Until and unless 
such data are collected, we should not assume that campuses fail to foster their own 
civic culture and that students fail to learn how to disagree. Some no doubt do it 
well, others less so. In the case of Notre Dame, it should be sobering for faculty col-
leagues to hear that when we asked students with whom they discussed matters 
of disagreement, the most common response was their fellow students, while the 
least common was their professors. At least at Notre Dame, faculty have work to 
do. I suspect the same is true on other campuses. 

While formal education, whether K–12 or postsecondary, can offer a structured 
environment for exposure to disagreement, it is even less common “in the wild.” The 
collapse of civic organizations of the sort documented by Putnam in Bowling Alone 
has meant that Americans are less and less likely to overcome their predisposition to 
avoid disagreement and gain experience dealing with it in face-to-face settings. While 
the social capital literature has long drawn a distinction between social ties that bond 
(connections among people who share a common trait) versus bridge (connections 
among those who differ), the fact is that any group, no matter how seemingly homo-
geneous, entails some degree of disagreement.11 Consider a religious congregation.  
By definition, members of that congregation form religious bonds. But having reli-
gion in common hardly exhausts the ways in which those same congregants can 
bridge across difference–in age, economic background, even politics. Congregations 
are only one type of civic organization, but are an important one. When the alarm 
was first raised about the decline in associational life, religious congregations were 
the seeming exception. Secular civil society was waning while religious groups held 
steady. In the years since Bowling Alone was published, however, places of worship 
ceased to be the bulwark against the general decline in social capital, as there has 
been a precipitous drop in religious identification and attendance.12 The decline in 
religion has had a partisan inflection: liberals have been far more likely to leave reli-
gion than conservatives. As a result, congregations are less and less likely to be sites of 
partisan bridge-building. This political sorting is exacerbated by partisan-motivated 
switching among congregations, such that even people who maintain their religious 
identity seek out congregations in which they are surrounded by people with simi-
lar political beliefs.13 In short, Americans are less likely to forge ties in associations, 
whether religious or secular, today than in the past, and when they do, those ties are 
less likely to be among people of different political persuasions. 

The prevalence of social media has made it even easier to avoid exposure to 
political disagreement. While social scientists differ on the extent to which peo-
ple actually experience political segregation online, no one can dispute that what 
happens online is qualitatively different than collective action–not to mention 
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deliberation–“in real life.”14 That is, even if the typical social media user is not 
completely cut off from differing points of view, online engagement does not entail 
the same reciprocity that arises from face-to-face relationships.

Is engagement across lines of difference civically efficacious or simply an empty 
platitude? Here again, research from K–12 civic education is informative. When 
young people are in an open classroom climate, they not only learn more about 

politics, they also become more politically engaged.15 Other research with the gen-
eral population likewise finds that exposure to cross-cutting political talk–that 
is, engaging with people with opposing political views–is correlated with greater 
political tolerance.16 

Knowledge, engagement, and tolerance are all democratic virtues that have occu-
pied political scientists for many years. More recently, however, the concern has 
been less about these measures and more the emergence of affective polarization: 
dislike, even hatred, of people who identify with the opposing party. Here, again, 
there is good reason to think that exposure to disagreement lessens negative feel-
ings toward cross-partisans. Underpinning the rise of affective polarization is the 
fact that Democrats and Republicans alike tend to assume the worst of the other 
party.17 Specifically, they mistakenly think that far more supporters of the other 
party hold radical positions, and even support political violence, than actually do.18  
It is easy to see how misimpressions develop in the absence of actual contact and 
conversation with cross-partisans.19 

In calling for a civic culture in which exposure to political disagreement is nor-
malized and even encouraged, there is another lesson to be taken from the literature 
on K–12 civic education. A number of civic education studies find evidence of the 
compensation effect, in which a civics curriculum has the greatest effect on the young 
people who have the lowest baseline levels of civic engagement or knowledge 
because they have the most room to grow.20 This was true for African American 
high school students in the pre–Civil Rights Movement era, who because of de 
jure and de facto segregation were excluded from the political system, as it is true 
in our current era for immigrant students, students with low socioeconomic sta-
tus, and students of all backgrounds who are not exposed to politics in the home.21 
The logic of the compensation effect is that we would expect exposure to political 
cross-talk–the most effective form of civic education–to be the most likely to 
depolarize people who have only known, or have always assumed, that the United 
States is a highly polarized nation. Will this hypothesis hold up under empirical 
scrutiny? It is a research question well worth asking. 

My call for more attention to disagreement may seem at odds with the general 
spirit of Our Common Purpose. Doesn’t highlighting disagreement cut against foster-
ing a sense of common purpose? It need not. Remember that the key to a healthy civic 
culture is learning how to disagree with one another, which rests on also recognizing 
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what we have in common with each other. Some of the most interesting research on 
strategies for depolarization finds that getting Americans to recognize that they share 
passions, such as fandom for a sports team or patriotism for the nation, with people 
of the other party ameliorates affective polarization.22 When I lead undergraduates 
in discussions of potentially fraught topics, I frequently remind them that we are all 
members of a campus community in which what we share far exceeds how we differ. 

If you agree, or at least are willing to consider, that a renewed culture around 
American democracy requires a new emphasis on civic education–both in 
formal schooling and beyond–that leads to the much more difficult task of 

considering realistic, feasible ways to bring about cultural change. As Putnam and 
Romney Garrett demonstrate, the shift from I to we back to I only happened because 
of conscious choices made by decisionmakers in government and civil society. We 
should not be complacent and assume that an ailing civic culture will heal itself. 

The recommendations in Our Common Purpose directed toward rebooting our civic 
culture are a step toward a new emphasis on civic education generally and exposure 
to disagreement specifically. Take, for example, the recommendation “to establish 
a universal expectation of a year of national service.” Service in a community pre
sents an ideal setting for balancing unum with pluribus. Service programs–whether 
public or private, secular or religious–unite their participants in a common cause. 
Ideally, they also bring together people with different backgrounds and give them 
space to discover where they may disagree. Similarly, Our Common Purpose calls for 
civic gatherings and rituals, a context in which people can come together to cele-
brate what they share while also recognizing how they differ.

Which brings me to the final recommendation to improve our civic culture: 
bolstering civic education in a formal sense, whether in K–12, higher education, or 
adult education (which could be offered by educational institutions or elsewhere). 
As difficult as implementing the other reforms might be, this one might be the 
hardest of all. I recognize the irony that an essay framed around civic education 
broadly defined would worry about the feasibility of reforming civic education in 
its more conventional meaning. In particular, K–12 teachers often feel under siege, 
especially in our current political climate of heightened scrutiny of what teachers 
say and do. Nonetheless, there are glimmers of hope that it is possible for bipartisan 
action in the field of civic education. A leading example is the Educating for Amer-
ican Democracy (EAD) project, which was developed by an ideologically diverse 
group of civic educators. EAD is not a curriculum per se but instead provides teach-
ers with guides, lesson plans, and other forms of curricula support as they teach 
history and civics. The philosophy of EAD is to pose age-appropriate questions 
about key themes in civic education.23 These questions do not have predetermined 
answers for students to memorize and regurgitate. Rather, they require students 
to think through their own responses, which are often grounded in research and 
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refined through discussion with classmates and teachers alike, providing young 
people with the opportunity to consider different perspectives on the questions 
posed. EAD has been adopted in red, blue, and purple states, suggesting that civic 
education need not be hopelessly partisan. 

As for higher education, here again there is reason for hope. As one key example, 
the Institute for Citizens & Scholars has assembled a coalition of College Presidents 
for Civic Preparedness, all of whom are concerned about the civic culture of their 
campuses. The Institute for Citizens and Scholars has led the way in developing 
measures of the extent to which college students have learned to engage with others 
across lines of disagreement. Collecting such data is an important first step toward 
ensuring that civics–particularly learning how to disagree–is a priority in higher 
education. Are the critics of higher education correct to portray college as a place 
for indoctrination? Or are defenders right to argue that college is a rare example 
of an institution in which young adults encounter a spectrum of ideas? Without 
reliable data, there is no way to know.

As important as both K–12 and higher education are to the project of renewing 
the nation’s civic culture, they are not enough. A true renaissance of civic education 
must go beyond the classroom and meet Americans where they are. While there are 
myriad possibilities, the 250th anniversary of America’s independence is a civic edu-
cation opportunity par excellence. Our Common Purpose calls for marking the nation’s 
semiquincentennial with conversations among Americans of all perspectives to 

“explore both their feelings about and hopes for this country.”24 As noted in Habits 
of Hearts and Minds, it is a myth that conservatives are blind to the shortcomings 
of the United States, just as it is a myth that liberals ignore the nation’s successes.25 
Both need to hear those on the other side express their thoughts on what America 
has done right and wrong. These conversations will be most productive if done in a 
spirit of charity, recognizing that while reasonable people can disagree on the state 
of our union, they can find common ground in celebrating the ideals on which the 
nation was founded. Likewise, imagine a public service campaign–through mul-
tiple media channels–that encourages Americans to learn to disagree with one 
another. Such a campaign could even be bolstered by social gatherings, perhaps 
even with civic rituals, designed to foster a spirit of finding unum without ignoring 
the pluribus.26 No doubt there are many other ways that creative people can promote 
the idea that, as a nation, we must learn to disagree agreeably. 

None of this will be easy. Is it all quixotic? Perhaps, but a cure starts with a diag-
nosis. Hopefully, I have at least taken the first steps of identifying that the nation 
has a culture problem and suggesting that the solution lies in a new era of civic 
education for all. 
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Disagreeing to Build:  
Civic Renewal in an Age of Polarization

Rajiv Vinnakota

Responding to David Campbell’s call to “learn to disagree,” this essay argues that 
disagreement alone is insufficient for revitalizing American democracy–it must be 
paired with collaborative problem-solving. As polarization and AI disrupt trust and 
discourse, civic culture should shift from “winning” arguments to building solutions 
together, benefiting both democracy and the economy, since employers increasingly 
value the same skills of dialogue and teamwork on which democracy relies. Colleges, 
K–12 schools, workplaces, and communities all have roles to play in making this 
solution-oriented civic engagement universal rather than optional. Ultimately, the 
essay calls for a cultural shift toward “disagreeing to build, not to win.”

David Campbell, in his contribution to this volume, rightly states that 
institutions alone cannot save democracy; we also need a strong civic 
culture cultivated among citizens themselves.1 Learning how to disagree–

constructively, respectfully, and productively–is central to that culture. In this 
context, Campbell defines civic education broadly to include not just the teaching of 
civic knowledge but also the development of the skills and dispositions of effective 
citizenship. His call to “learn to disagree” is timely and essential because a healthy 
democracy requires the ability to navigate conflict productively.

At the same time, we must refresh our civic norms to meet today’s challenges. 
Political polarization, amplified by social media algorithms, has eroded Americans’ 
baseline trust in institutions and in one another.2 The rise of artificial intelligence 
is further disrupting how we work, learn, and discern truth, potentially deepening 
the divides in our society. In such a fractured environment, our uniquely human 
advantages are our abilities to build trust, exercise judgment, and collaborate across 
differences. These capacities undergird both a healthy democracy and a thriving 
economy. 

Indeed, across the higher education, business, and community sectors, leaders 
are now calling for three essential civic skills as critical competencies for the future: 
having productive conversations, using credible information, and collaborating 
to solve problems. Strengthening civic culture is therefore not only a democratic 
imperative but also an economic one (a point to which I will return).
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This essay advances a related but distinct claim: learning to disagree, while nec-
essary, is insufficient on its own. In an age of intense polarization, disagreement 
must be paired with the ability to work together, to translate difference into shared 
problem-solving. Without working collaboratively toward solutions, disagreement 
risks exacerbating division rather than strengthening the country. 

Campbell emphasizes “learning to disagree well,” and I fully agree with his 
characterization of the challenge: it’s difficult to get people to disagree 
openly because people don’t naturally seek differences among each other. To 

this challenge, I would add a second: people don’t naturally seek to work together 
with those with whom they disagree. Yet we must teach our citizens to do both. 
Disagreement by itself is not enough; it must be paired with the capacity for col-
laborative problem-solving. 

Public life today is dominated by a debate culture that rewards scoring points, 
asserting certainty, and “winning” arguments, while devaluing dialogue and 
problem-solving. The goal of civic discourse should not be victory but progress. The 
central question must shift from “Who’s right?” to “What can we build together, 
given our differences?”

Such a shift would transform the purpose of disagreement. No longer a zero-sum 
duel, disagreement becomes raw material for creativity and joint action. A healthy 
civic culture would not avoid conflict; it would channel conflict toward shared 
solutions. Imagine if in classrooms, workplaces, and town halls, disagreements 
were approached with curiosity and a spirit of cocreation. Participants would ask, 

“Given that we see things differently, how might we work together on this issue?” 
This ethos–disagreeing to build rather than to win–can turn conflict into an oppor-

tunity. It forces us to move beyond rhetoric and toward designing real solutions 
that draw on diverse perspectives. In the process, we also empower young people 
to exercise agency: they see that by engaging adversaries as partners in problem-
solving they can make tangible improvements in their communities.

The skills needed for this collaborative civic culture are also increasingly prized 
in the modern workforce. Surveys show that over 80 percent of employers 
prioritize graduates’ abilities in teamwork, communication, and critical 

thinking.3 Business leaders understand that technical proficiency is not enough; 
they seek employees who can communicate effectively, think critically, work through 
disagreement, and collaborate in diverse teams.4 In other words, the civic virtues of 
open dialogue and cooperation have become “durable skills” for economic success.

This convergence does not mean that civic learning derives its value from 
employer demand. Rather, employer demand reveals that the skills democracy 
requires–like judgment, cooperation, and trust-building–are also indispensable 
to business.
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As a result, civic education is no longer a niche concern for democracy advocates. 
Teaching students to engage civilly across differences and evaluate information 
critically makes them not only better citizens but more-effective employees. Con-
versely, companies that foster a respectful, trust-rich culture–in which colleagues 
can debate ideas without fear–benefit from greater innovation and organiza-
tional health.5 Civic development and workforce development are two sides of 
the same coin. 

In the age of automation and AI, human judgment, empathy, and collaboration 
are high-value assets that education can cultivate. By investing in these civic skills, 
we are simultaneously future-proofing our democracy and our economy.

Colleges and universities are uniquely positioned to develop these skills at 
scale. Campuses bring together young people from many backgrounds and 
give them space to engage with unfamiliar ideas. And, as Campbell points 

out, students seem more likely than the general population to have a conversation 
with someone who holds a different view from their own. However, up to now, 
meaningful exposure to disagreement on campus often happens only for those who 
opt in–for example, by joining debate clubs or taking certain courses. If learning 
to disagree is essential to democratic life, then engagement across difference must 
be a universal feature of the college experience, not an elective.

Encouragingly, many campus leaders are leaning into this role. Over one hun-
dred college presidents have joined a coalition called College Presidents for Civic 
Preparedness to advance civil discourse and civic engagement campuswide. In a 
recent survey of these presidents, 85 percent reported increasing their investment 
in civic learning initiatives over the past year, and those that invested more saw 
measurable improvements in campus climate for free expression and dialogue.6 

What would it look like if colleges truly embraced “learning to disagree” as a 
core educational outcome? We would see more first-year seminars in which stu-
dents practice respectful debate on contentious issues. We would see faculty in all 
disciplines–from engineering to literature to biology–embedding discussions 
of ethical or societal dilemmas into their classes, routinely prompting students 
to exercise civil discourse skills alongside academic inquiry. Some institutions 
are even considering a civic capstone or portfolio, wherein students must demon-
strate their ability to engage across differences and solve problems collaboratively 
before graduating. 

By making such experiences universal, colleges would not only produce civi-
cally skilled graduates but also help restore public trust in higher education. They 
could answer the ROI (return on investment) question by showing that a college 
education yields both career-ready and civically responsible individuals. In short, 
treating civic learning as fundamental to the college mission benefits democracy 
and bolsters higher education’s value proposition.
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A refreshed civic culture must also elevate the agency of young people. Rather 
than viewing youth merely as students to be taught, we should engage them 
as cocreators of civic life. Across the country, there are inspiring examples 

of Generation Z stepping up to lead on issues they care about. For instance, the Insti-
tute for Citizens & Scholars recently supported a cohort of five hundred Carnegie 
Young Leaders: teams of teenagers and young adults who are designing and imple-
menting local solutions to community challenges.7 These young civic entrepreneurs 
are tackling problems from misinformation and mental health to climate resilience 
and neighborhood safety. They are not waiting passively for civic knowledge to be 
handed down to them; they are actively building civic muscle through practice.

One key insight from these youth initiatives is that disagreement is easier when 
paired with action. Many of these Gen Z leaders create projects that bring together 
peers of different viewpoints to work on a tangible goal. For example, by focusing on 
improving a local park or starting a dialogue program at their school, they provide a 
common purpose that helps participants navigate ideological differences. One youth 
team in Alabama converted a vacant lot into a community garden, bringing together 
diverse neighbors to address a local need. In the process, participants from different 
backgrounds inevitably had to debate ideas and make joint decisions, but because 
they were working toward a shared goal, those disagreements could stay constructive.

The lesson for civic educators is clear: treat young people not just as civics pupils 
but as problem-solvers with real responsibilities. When youth are given the tools, 
trust, and opportunities to lead, they often prove adept at inviting disagreement 
and collaboration in service of their goals. We should invest more in youth-led 
civic programs, school based or community based, that let young people practice 
democracy by doing.

Schools and colleges alone cannot transform civic culture, as Campbell would 
agree. We need an ecosystem approach in which workplaces, community 
organizations, and public institutions all reinforce the norms of civil dis-

course and common purpose. Consider the workplace: employers could train and 
encourage staff to engage in constructive debate, give and receive feedback, and 
collaborate across teams. 

Similarly, local communities can create more venues for people to connect 
across divides. Public libraries, for instance, have hosted community dialogues on 
issues like public health and policing, giving residents a chance to hear different 
perspectives in a neutral setting. City governments and nonprofits can partner on 
deliberative forums or volunteer projects that unite people from different walks 
of life around local problems.

Such efforts can be linked and amplified. If a young person practices civil discourse 
in a college seminar and then encounters similar norms in their job onboarding and 
again at a town hall meeting, the norms are reinforced. 
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Over time, this ecosystem can shift expectations of behavior. Being a good 
teammate at work, an active listener in community meetings, and a constructive 
participant in online discussions are all manifestations of the same underlying civic 
competence. Fostering that competence–everywhere people live and interact–is 
how we refresh our civic culture at scale.

Despite today’s polarized climate, we should reject the cynical narrative that 
Americans are hopelessly divided. Yes, there are deep challenges, but as a 
society we are capable of learning and renewal. Campbell rightly centers 

Robert Putnam and Shaylyn Romney Garrett’s 2020 book The Upswing, which doc-
uments how the United States moved from an era of extreme individualism to one 
of broad social solidarity in the early twentieth century–an “I” to “We” upswing.8 
It provides hope that the arc can bend back toward “We” in our time. 

To get there, we must reframe civic education and civic life around trust and 
collaboration. In an era of AI and rampant mistrust, building trust is the supreme 
civic skill, and it is built by practicing disagreement and cooperation time and again. 
This is the human advantage that can never be automated or outsourced: our ability 
to form bonds of understanding and reciprocity across differences.9

A broad call to action is in order. 

	• To K–12 educators: Bring this more comprehensive conception of civic train-
ing into your classrooms and build skills and dispositions no matter the 
subject that you teach.

	• To higher education leaders and faculty: Make civic learning and discourse a 
campus-wide priority, on par with job preparation, so every student gradu-
ates having engaged seriously with those who think differently.

	• To policymakers and philanthropists: Support the expansion of civic-learning 
opportunities–such as debate-across-difference programs, service year 
initiatives, and community dialogue forums–to reach all youth, not just a 
select few.

	• To all of us as citizens: Model “disagreeing to build, not to win” in our daily 
lives. The examples we set in our classrooms, workplaces, and Facebook 
feeds teach the next generation how to handle disagreement.

Cultural change does not happen by accident. It happens when people and insti-
tutions prioritize and reward trust-building and collaborative problem-solving. If 
we center these skills across civic life, the next chapter of America’s story could 
well be a new, more durable “We.” 
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Support for college civic learning is growing, but what are advocates’ goals for student 
learning? This essay describes four distinct but potentially complementary college 
civics movements. It then shows why and how the CLDE Coalition approach draws 
from each movement to build students’ democracy knowledge, dialogue and problem- 
solving skills, and practical preparation to tackle public-good questions both in 
civil society and in students’ careers. The essay outlines an “across-the-curriculum” 
approach that provides multiple touchpoints for civic and democracy learning: in 
general education, in all departmental majors and programs of study, and in stu-
dents’ experiential learning. 

David Campbell’s thoughtful essay on renewing civic culture argues for 
higher education’s role in fostering Americans’ facility in the arts of pro-
ductive disagreement.1 I fully endorse Campbell’s call.

In this essay, however, I want to widen our vision of what higher education 
should bring to U.S. democracy in this turbulent era of deep polarization, political 
dysfunction, and heart-breaking violence. Teaching the arts of productive dis-
agreement is certainly part of the solution. But there is much more that we can do. 

Specifically, I invite readers to commit to two actions. First, take the time 
to explore the several fast-growing civic and democratic learning movements–
described below–that are both anchored in higher education and designed to 
bring new vision, new voices, and new creativity to a democracy plainly in need of 
renewal.2 Second, encourage at least one college, university, or community college–
one where you teach, are an alum, or serve as an advisor–to make a 250th American 
anniversary commitment to embed civic and democracy education within the required 
college curriculum, both in general education and major programs of study. And 
this commitment should include bringing K–12 educators into new dialogue about 
the complementary roles of primary/secondary schools and colleges in building 
the capacities that our fractured democracy urgently needs.
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Whether as citizens or international visitors, all U.S. students are earning their 
degrees in a constitutional democracy that rests authority in “We the People.” And 
all students should therefore devote time and talent to exploring constitutional 
democracy and practicing “small-d” democratic capacities, those habits of mind 
and heart that prepare them to make thoughtful, examined, and consequential 
choices about their potential roles in the future of democracy.3 That work begins in 
K–12 schools. But it should go higher and deeper as students pursue postsecondary 
degrees. Higher education’s cultural reach is enormous. Two-thirds of all Ameri-
cans now enroll in postsecondary education at some point in their lifetime, while 
most who teach in K–12 schools prepare for that work in higher education. Imagine 
if we put that potential reach in service to democracy.

This essay draws from my work as the founding director of the Civic Learning and 
Democracy Engagement Coalition (CLDE Coalition), a national alliance now based 
at American University, and, from 1998 to 2016, as the president of the democracy-
committed American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U). I provide a 
brief portrait of the multiple civic and democracy learning movements now rapidly 
gaining ground across the postsecondary sector. Taken together, these movements 
provide a compelling outline of what contemporary college education for democ-
racy should include. I then turn to seizing the opportunity of this 2026 anniversary 
year to move college civic learning from its current standing as widely available but 
typically elective to an expected component–just like communication and quanti-
tative reasoning–in a high-quality college education. 

Campbell is right to find reasons for hope in initiatives like the Institute for 
Citizens & Scholars’ important effort to bring higher education presidents 
together both to foster constructive dialogue and to measure reductions in 

what Citizens & Scholars calls “affective polarization.” But that work is best under-
stood as one component in a suite of fast-growing postsecondary movements to 
revitalize civic and democratic learning in college. 

These major civic learning movements and their intended learning out-
comes include:

1.	 the constitutional literacy movement (sometimes called “civics”),
2.	 the civil dialogue movement,
3.	 the community engagement movement, and 
4.	 the movement to include civic and ethical inquiry in career and technical  

fields.

Constitutional literacy proponents are acting on the sobering evidence that 30 
percent of Americans cannot name even the three branches of government, and 
the majority cannot name more than one of the five freedoms included in the 
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First Amendment.4 Thoughtful scholars throughout the academy are bringing 
new intellectual leadership for engaging democracy in higher education.5 There is 
active political support for this constitutional literacy movement, and at least four-
teen states now require study of American institutions and ideals in order to earn 
a degree. Some state laws specify reading core texts and/or Supreme Court cases 
relevant to democracy’s contested development over time. The intended outcomes for 
this constitutional literacy movement include deepened knowledge and informed citizenship. 

Civil dialogue leaders promote respectful engagement with differing views, 
including progressive, centrist, and conservative views. They advocate for campus 
programs in which faculty, staff, students, and senior administrators all practice 
the skills needed for productive dialogue. They also urge new training for faculty 
to guide such dialogues in their courses. The State University of New York (SUNY) 
has made “civic discourse” a required general education outcome for all students in 
its mega system of sixty-four two-year and four-year institutions, including tech-
nical schools. Dozens of nonprofits now assist such efforts, both at the state level 
and in individual institutions.6 The intended learning outcomes include humility, active 
listening, and constructive engagement across differences of many kinds. 

Community engagement is the civic learning movement with by far the most exten-
sive reach and impact across all sectors in postsecondary education. For more 
than four decades, Campus Compact and a host of sister organizations have led 
the movement to make community-facing courses, often called service learning, 
widely available throughout U.S. higher education. The National Study of Student 
Engagement has found that 59 percent of those who graduate from four-year higher 
education institutions report taking at least one course that included a community-
based project.7 The community engagement movement emphasizes reciprocal 
relationships with communities and meaningful benefits to community organiza-
tions that participate in this engagement. The intended learning outcomes include civic 
motivation, practical problem-solving skills, and the demonstrated capacity to collaborate 
with people whose views and experiences are different from one’s own.

Civic and ethical inquiry in career and technical fields is perhaps best described as a 
set of emergent movements rather than a discrete national campaign. The growing 
attention to ethical inquiry reflects the effort, led by AAC&U since 2002, to recog-
nize and strengthen ethical reasoning as integral to liberal learning, an essential 
learning outcome, and a valued career skill.8 

In addition, many professional fields now emphasize either teaching the ethics 
of a specific profession or embedding civic inquiry in majors, or both. For exam-
ple, the influential business program accreditor AACSB has established “societal 
impact” standards that require business programs to explore ways that business 
decisions can help “better” U.S. communities.9 The artificial intelligence revolu-
tion has raised the ethical learning stakes to new heights for every college major, 
since all fields confront core questions about fairness, transparency, trustworthy 
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information, and social responsibility. The intended learning outcomes include exam-
ined choices concerning public-good issues important in specific fields and practice in applying 
ethical reasoning to real-world professional and workplace issues.

Taken together, the four contemporary college civics movements just de- 
scribed provide new clarity about what a twenty-first-century college edu-
cation for informed citizenship should include. And so, following a nearly 

two-year dialogue across higher education, the CLDE Coalition has drawn these 
several purposes together into the CLDE Framework for College Civic Learning and 
Democracy Engagement, a unifying framework that includes 1) democracy knowl-
edge and levers for change, 2) bridge-building and problem-solving, 3) practical  
experience and projects, and 4) career-related civic and ethical learning. (“Bridge- 
building” is the CLDE Coalition’s term for “civil discourse.”)10 

The overarching goal for college civic and democratic learning, the CLDE Coa-
lition contends, is each student’s development of civic purpose, agency, voice, and 
judgment. Some people speak of students developing “civic faith.” We recommend 
that each student make examined choices both about the value and values of living 
in a free society and about the roles they want to play in securing the future of free 
democracies. 

How can higher education help graduates develop these capacities? The CLDE 
Coalition recommends what we call CLDE pathways, which begin in the initial year 
of college, most likely in general education courses and/or in required courses like 
communications.11 Curricula can include reading, writing, dialogue, and assign-
ments related to constitutional democracy’s premises and development in the 
United States and other societies. 

In this pathways conception, such early college civic inquiry is foundational, 
not terminal. Civic and ethical questions should be further explored in students’ 
program of study, reinforcing the notion that small-d democratic principles such 
as fairness and concern for the greater good need to be practiced in the workplace 
as well as the public square. Similarly, civil discourse and “bridge-building” should 
be practiced as part of students’ major programs, including in projects that students 
may work on to complete their degree requirements. 

And, finally, the CLDE Coalition recommends that postsecondary education 
should provide some kind of integrative experience that also includes civic inquiry 
and ethical reflection. The integrative experience might be part of a required practi-
cum, such as student teaching, a public health clinical assignment, or a capstone 
project in business or engineering. It might include an undergraduate research 
project, a senior thesis, or a creative portfolio showing students’ accomplishments 
over time. It might include final year assignments in which students document their 
gains in civic learning and purpose and show how small-d democratic capacities 
were gained at multiple touchpoints in their course of study.
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If well-designed, CLDE pathways create an integrative civic and democratic 
through line, from first to final year of instruction, in which students engage 
challenging problems and issues, practice dialogue with others about the best 
approaches to those problems, learn to bring evidence-based reasoning and a sharp 
eye for disinformation to the table, and apply these capacities to significant ques-
tions both in the wider world and in their own lives. 

The actual pathways will vary, depending on students’ interests and choice of 
fields and projects. But purposeful CLDE pathways will prepare every student to 
deal with complex questions whose answers are either unknown or actively con-
tested as a core component of their college studies. And by addressing problems 
through multiple disciplinary and experiential lenses, educators can provide a new 
and pragmatic answer to college students’ perennial question: “Why do I have to 
take all these liberal arts courses outside my major?”

Most institutions already have all the potential pieces of public-spirited CLDE 
pathways in place. Across U.S. higher education, virtually every institution requires 
specific general education courses, insists that students must complete writing or 
communications courses, and points students toward majors that have their own 
requirements. Further, countless institutions are now promising students that 
their education will include “real-world experience,” whether through internships, 
required practicums, or service learning. These are the recommended components 
in a public-spirited CLDE pathway. 

The missing piece is an explicit focus on education for democracy as an inte-
grative through line that connects general and specialized studies with students’ 
own questions about problems they believe society needs to tackle. Educators 
have put the needed pieces of civic and democratic inquiry pathways in place. 
But, to date, only a few higher education institutions identify civic learning as a 
priority for all their students.

The next step is for educators to integrate and illuminate the stepping stones in 
these CLDE pathways, helping students discover both that education for democracy 
will be a core component of their degree and that, while they prepare for careers, 
they also need to explore the ethical and social responsibilities that their intended 
profession includes.

This brings us to the second recommendation: a concerted effort, by every-
one connected to higher education, to confront and revise the dominant 
narrative about the educational purposes of both primary/secondary school 

and college. Overwhelmingly, educators, policy leaders, and the media have joined 
forces over the last four decades to insist that the main point of college is to gain 
access to economic opportunity.

It is time to forcefully advance an expansive counternarrative: namely, that edu-
cation in a democracy hones the capacities we need to ensure that democracy thrives. 
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Higher education’s distinctive role is preparing graduates to solve problems together, 
in the economy, in civil society, and in the myriad connections between them. 

Changing a dominant narrative takes time, but the 2026 anniversary of the 
nation’s founding provides a rare high-visibility opportunity. Many Americans 
know Benjamin Franklin’s laconic description of the 1787 Constitution: “A repub-
lic, if you can keep it.” But as Richard Haass, president emeritus of the Council on 
Foreign Relations, points out in his recent book The Bill of Obligations, Americans 
lack any vocabulary or conceptual framing to describe their own “responsibilities” 
to democracy and its future. 

So in this season of historical commemoration, I encourage readers to join the 
national movement to make education for democracy–across school and college– 
both a national priority and a catalyst for that civic renewal every American knows is 
needed. Set a timeframe: say, the period from 2026 to 2037, the years when the United 
States will commemorate both its founding and the writing of the U.S. Constitution.

Where might you begin? Most Dædalus readers either work in higher educa-
tion or hold degrees from a U.S. collegiate institution. Start with the institution 
you know best. 

Does your institution’s mission offer some version of preparing graduates for 
their roles in a democracy? Are civic learning courses and experiences available 
but entirely optional? Or, worse, are they required but taught in large lectures that 
allow no opportunity for practicing productive dialogue? Do your departments 
emphasize their field’s role in preparing students to make examined choices about 
public-good and public policy issues they will encounter in their careers? If most 
students do practicums or internships, does your institution provide opportunities 
for them to reflect on and discuss the ethical and public-good issues they encoun-
tered in those settings? 

And, casting the net wider, is your institution part of a state or national group 
that is itself reclaiming higher education’s public-good mission? If so, connect 
your institution’s civic and democratic learning initiatives with a collective call to 
broaden Americans’ conception of the essential civic and democratic purposes of 
both school and college education. 

I was reminded, in watching the PBS series The American Revolution, that citizen-led 
“committees of correspondence” played a key role in connecting potential leaders 
across all thirteen colonies. And that in an era of stagecoach and horse–carried mail!

Making civic and democracy learning a national priority will require our own 
contemporary version of the founding colonies’ committees of correspondence. 
What role can each of us play in creating them?
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published a meta-analysis of what the research shows in Jessica R. Chittum, Kathryn 
A. E. Enke, and Ashley P. Finley, The Effects of Community-Based and Civic Engagement in 
Higher Education: What We Know and Questions That Remain (AAC&U, 2022), https://www 
.aacu.org/research/the-effects-of-community-based-engagement-in-higher-education. 
The study includes an informative annotated bibliography of fifty-three high-quality 
research studies.

	 8	 Greater Expectations National Panel, Greater Expectations: A New Vision for Learning as a Nation 
Goes to College (AAC&U, 2002), https://dgmg81phhvh63.cloudfront.net/content/user-photos 
/Publications/Archives/Selected/GreatExpectationsRpt_2002.pdf; and National Lead-
ership Council for Liberal Education and America’s Promise, College Learning for the New 
Global Century (AAC&U, 2002), https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED495004.pdf. AAC&U 
has tracked higher education’s embrace of “ethical reasoning” as both an educator and 
employer goal since 2007. The most recent study is Ashley P. Finley, The Agility Imperative: 
How Employers View Preparation for an Uncertain Future (AAC&U, 2025), 9, 19–21, https://dgmg 
81phhvh63.cloudfront.net/content/user-photos/Research/PDFs/AgilityImperative2025 
.pdf. The report documents employer views on multiple liberal education learning out-
comes, including ethical judgment and decision-making.

	 9	AACSB, AACSB and Societal Impact: Aligning with the AACSB Business Accreditation Standards 
(AACSB, 2023; rev. 2025), https://www.aacsb.edu/-/media/documents/accreditation 
/aacsb-and-societal-impact.pdf.

	 10	 You can find a printable version of the CLDE Framework at College Civic Learning, “What 
Should Students Gain from Civic and Democracy Engagement in College?” https://
www.collegeciviclearning.org/learning-framework (accessed July 15, 2026).

	 11	 Civic Learning and Democracy Engagement Coalition, Every Student, Every Degree, 33–36, 
provides sample CLDE pathways for both two-year and four-year collegiate institutions. 
For All College Students explores the recommendation in detail. 
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Building Institutions to  
Improve Civic Culture

Peter Levine

Americans must disagree better to sustain a healthier civic culture. This is not only a 
matter of individual behavior and values but also a question of institutional design. 
An example of an institution that generally supported disagreement, conversation, 
and collaboration in the twentieth century was the metropolitan daily newspaper, but 
its business model has collapsed. To recover civic culture, we need business models 
(defined broadly) for new institutions that can enable discussion and self-governance.

In “Learning to Disagree: Why We Need a Refresh of Our Civic Culture,” David 
Campbell argues that a “healthy civic culture” is a “necessary condition for 
democracy.”1 The good news, Campbell says, is that civic culture can change 

for the better. He finds that the main aspect of our civic culture that requires 
attention today is conversation: speaking and listening to people with whom we 
disagree. Conversations across differences have become too rare in an era of polar-
ization and often go badly when they occur. However, we can teach people to 
disagree better in schools, colleges, and voluntary associations, including religious  
congregations.

I agree with all of this and recommend it as a departure point. And I would add a 
second dimension of civic culture that also requires attention: creating and preserv-
ing common-pool resources; that is, things of value that are fragile and consumable 
and that benefit everyone in their community while they last.2 Such resources range 
from the safety of a public street to the vitality of a marsh, from the educational 
environment of a school to a community’s historical memory.

Disagreeing well can be helpful when managing common-pool resources because 
participants may not agree about values, goals, or approaches, and conversation can 
help them resolve their differences constructively. Also, when people are responsi-
ble for a common good–whether a church building or a public website–the task 
of managing their resource can prompt worthy conversations about values. 

However, managing the commons is not only about good conversations. Some-
times everyone agrees about a problem such as crime or litter, yet individuals don’t 
do their part to address it. Along with the deliberative skills that Campbell empha-
sizes, we also need organizational acumen, leadership, and a widespread willingness 
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to contribute. These are components of the “art of association” that Alexis de Toc-
queville identified as the basis of American democracy.3 

Many of the important organizational principles are counterintuitive. For 
example, people with little associational experience sometimes assume that when 
members of a group fail to contribute their fair share, any penalties should be flexible, 
personalized, and subject to discussion. In fact, groups usually work better when pen-
alties are automatic and immediate, yet mild for first offenders.4 When civic culture 
is strong, many people learn such principles from experience; but when effective 
organizations are scarce, we may have to teach the art of association in schools.5

I think the main challenge of our moment is to develop civic organizations that 
can flourish and grow, teach civic skills and values, and serve as venues for construc-
tive disagreement. The “upswing” that furnishes the title of the book by Robert 
Putnam and Shaylyn Romney Garrett, which Campbell cites, was an impressive 
period of innovation and expansion in U.S. civil society from 1900 to 1960.6 If we 
saw a similar civic renaissance today, not only would more people participate in 
familiar groups that discuss issues and manage common-pool resources (such as 
congregations and other traditional associations) but new forms would emerge to 
meet the needs of our time. 

For example, during the period that Putnam and Romney Garrett label “the 
upswing,” reliable daily newspapers became prevalent in the United States. By 
1972, 69 percent of Americans told the General Social Survey (GSS) that they read 
a newspaper “every day.”7 It is easy enough to envision a daily publication about 
serious matters, written by professionals to inform a whole community. The hard 
part is the business model. Why would many people pay for such a product? The 
recipe that sustained metropolitan daily newspapers during the 1900s included 
hard news plus human-interest stories, comics, sports, gossip, and other features 
aimed at various members of each household, all funded by a combination of rev-
enue from subscribers and occasional readers and advertisers. Once the internet 
captured advertising revenue, this model disintegrated. By 2014, just one-quarter of 
respondents told the GSS that they read a newspaper daily; the GSS subsequently 
retired the question, as it ceased to be a useful measure of news consumption. 

Also during the upswing, many colleges and universities offered some measure 
of civic education while contributing knowledge and culture to their communities 
and serving as significant venues for public debate. Universities collected state sub-
sidies, tuition, philanthropy, and clinical fees, and they offered economic mobility, 
access to licensed professions, ambitious research prized by industry and the mil-
itary, vigorous social life, and quasi-professional sports, along with civic benefits. 
This model is now under considerable stress, though it has not fully collapsed, as 
with the daily newspaper.8

Similarly, Putnam and Romney Garrett show that after 1910, high schools rap-
idly spread across the United States and became another pillar of civic culture, not 
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only preparing students to be more capable citizens but also serving as foci for adult 
community life.9 No national policy made this happen. Instead, most communities 
found that they needed at least one high school to be economically competitive, and 
they taxed themselves to build and maintain their own schools. This model worked 
in many localities, although spending was never adequate in poor communities or 
for students of color. This model survives, notwithstanding consolidations that 
have removed high schools from some smaller towns and growing state subsidies 
for private schools.

Today, it is not hard to envision a social media platform that serves as an 
excellent venue for disagreeing well. Any platform must use an algorithm 
to decide what material each user sees, and a good algorithm would favor 

substantiative content from a deliberately diverse range of views. The question is 
how to capitalize such a platform so it can expand to rival the huge for-profit social 
media outlets of the present, which do the opposite for billions of users, favoring 
material that induces outrage and reinforces users’ prior assumptions. In other 
words, the problem is the same as the one that confronted proponents of profes-
sional journalism circa 1900, but we haven’t yet found a workable business model 
for our time.

Likewise, we know–in part thanks to Campbell’s work–how to teach delib-
erative skills and values in classrooms.10 The question is why parents or taxpayers 
and policymakers would pay for such education for most students. The economic 
rationale for building and maintaining high schools has not convinced many vot-
ers to demand adequate civic education.

Civic education advocates have suggested persuading the public about the impor-
tance of civic culture before asking them to pay for it through taxes. I am all for that! 
But the strategy that produced the twentieth-century upswing was more diversified 
and therefore more realistic. Government paid for some aspects of civic culture. 
A strong example is the massive expansion of higher education that followed the 
Truman Report, whose rationale was explicitly to strengthen democracy.11 Even so, 
colleges have always looked beyond the state and federal governments for revenue. 
Another inspiring example is public broadcasting, a complex and variegated sys-
tem that certainly got a boost from the 1967 Public Broadcasting Act but started by 
linking preexisting nonprofit broadcasters (including college radio and TV stations) 
and has always obtained private revenue.

Civic culture needs “business models,” defined broadly to include public-sector 
innovations that can disseminate widely, like public high schools after 1910. Design-
ing good experiences and venues is relatively easy; bringing them to scale is the 
hard part. Civic organizations should aspire to deliberation, collaboration, and 
inclusiveness. But the pillars of civic life in America have been sturdier when they 
have also offered other benefits, from personal salvation to economic mobility, 
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from comic strips to Friday night football games. Even today, many of the exam-
ples cited in the American Academy of Arts and Sciences’ report Habits of Heart and 
Mind use ingenious business models. For example, Atlanta’s Pollinator Network 
coordinates volunteer hours, financial contributions, and organizations’ behav-
ior to support the common-pool resource of adequate pollination across a major 
metropolitan area.12 A new upswing will require much more of this kind of entre-
preneurship and innovation.
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