The Progressive Ideas Sector Leadership Retreat 

[image: image1.emf]
[image: image2.emf][image: image3.emf]
[image: image4.emf]
[image: image5.emf]
Held at the Rockefeller Brothers Foundation 

Pocantico Retreat Center 

December 10-12, 2007 

Retreat Participants 

*=Steering committee member; †=unable to attend 

Sarah Anderson, Institute for Policy Studies 

Dean Baker, Center for Economic Policy Research 

Jeni Krencicki Barcelos, PISLR Fellow 

Joel Barkin, Progressive States Network 

James Barrett, Redefining Progress (RP) 

Andrea Batista Schlesinger, Drum Major Institute 

Mary Berryman Agard, Mary Berryman Agard and Associates 

Deepak Bhargava, Center for Community Change* 

Seth Borgos, Center for Community Change* 

Lisa Brown, American Constitution Society 

Alan Durning, Sightline Institute 

Mike Ettlinger, EARN Network 

Henry Farrell, George Washington University 

Michel Gelobter, Cooler/RP* 

Jim Harkness, Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy 

Richard Healey, Grassroots Policy Project 

Andrew Hoerner, Redefining Progress 

Elizabeth Jacobs, New Vision Institute 

Alan Jenkins, The Opportunity Agenda*† 

Barry Kendall, Commonweal Institute 

Charles Knight, Commonwealth Institute 

Nate Loewentheil, The Roosevelt Institution 

Marianne McMullen, SEIU 

Lawrence Mishel, Economic Policy Institute 

Sasha Post, Open Society Institute 

Miles Rapoport, DEMOS 

Stephanie Robinson, The Jamestown Project* 

Kai Stinchcombe, The Roosevelt Institution 

Dahvi Wilson, PISLR Fellow

Introducing the Progressive Ideas Network 

Summary 

Leaders of 25 major progressive ideas institutions responded to a call from four peer 

institutions and met from December 10-12, 2007 in Tarrytown, NY. The retreat 

revealed much common ground, and participants recognized that they constitute an 

“ideas sector” for the cause of progressive politics and social justice. Participants have chosen to move together, beyond the organization-logic that necessarily guides each of their institutions individually, into a series of commitments and actions guided by movement-logic aimed at bringing shared progressive values and policies to the fore in American society. 
Through three days of intense dialog, the ideas sector leaders realized that they could strengthen their combined effectiveness by forming a network capable of considering the Progressive movement and the ideas that animate it as a whole. The key commitments to come out of the retreat process were 

1. To form a Progressive Ideas Network (PIN) whose first priority will be to facilitate 

the exchange of ideas and techniques to increase the effectiveness of the sector and 

grow the influence of a common Progressive vision; and 

2. To immediately engage in a “Transition Project” aimed at promoting a Progressive 

agenda through the transition into the next administration. Its likely form will be a 

briefing book and communications strategy to influence and to challenge the next 

phase of U.S. political life. 

This proposal not only incorporates the group’s desire to build a long-term structure 

for collaboration, but also to make Progressive ideas a beacon for our country through the present period of great change.

Introduction 

“We started our institute in 1987, and to my knowledge, this is the first time that anyone has thought    to bring together the leaders  of Progressive think tanks. I am glad that finally we are getting together…” 

– Charles Knight, Commonwealth Institute 

Over the last twenty-five years, the United States has become the world’s only superpower. The moral, political, social, and economic outcomes in our country play a critical role in determining the quality of life for every person on the planet and even more powerfully define the lives of every American. 

Ideas matter in shaping outcomes, and the Progressive “Ideas Sector” has emerged as one of the few places with the space to work on formulating movement-scale vision that links to movement strategies  and identifies guiding principles to help unite Progressive interests. While it is now widely acknowledged that movement-scale work of this sort will be critical to the future of Progressive interests in this country, the Progressive Ideas Sector has never formally attempted to coordinate its efforts so broadly. ‘Organizational logic” has prevailed, and “movement-scale logic” has remained in the back seat.
The Progressive Ideas Sector Leadership Retreat (PISLR) demonstrated incontrovertibly that the leaders of the Progressive Ideas Sector are ready for a change. For three wintry days on the grounds of Pocantico in New York, the leadership of 25 of the nation’s top Progressive think-and-do tanks came together to consider how to increase the effectiveness of the Ideas Sector on behalf of the larger Movement.  Needless to say, the results surpassed everyone’s expectations, and we are proud to report on them here. 
In the following pages, we will briefly introduce the process that birthed PISLR and report on the Retreat’s most noteworthy outcomes. We will outline a few major themes and lessons that emerged from the gathering and share the powerful areas of agreement that developed. Finally, we will present next steps that are already underway to maintain the momentum coming out of the Retreat and to achieve some of the bold goals identified by PISLR participants. 
The Birth of PISLR

The years leading up to and following the 2004 election marked a particularly self-reflective period for many Progressives. The re-emergence of a security state and recent policy and political losses had led many to question how and to what degree to coordinate framing and strategies for movement building, messaging, funding structures, and values-based approaches into the standard Progressive mode of operation. Michel Gelobter, then Executive Director of the think tank Redefining Progress, believed strongly that the “Ideas Sector” within the larger Progressive community had was on the cusp of new unity and had a critical role to play in addressing these questions. Over the next few years, Gelobter managed to recruit several funders, a couple of hard-working fellows, and an impressive team of think tank leaders to join him in his effort to explore this notion directly. 
The founding PISLR steering committee was formed in March 2007, consisting of Michel Gelobter, Stephanie Robinson of The Jamestown Project, Deepak Bhargava and Seth Borgos of Center for Community Change, and Alan Jenkins of Opportunity Agenda. The steering committee worked to sharpen the intended goals and vision of the Retreat, select a facilitator, craft a participant list, and shape the Retreat agenda and process. Two fellows, Dahvi Wilson and Jeni Krencicki Barcelos, were enlisted to handle retreat logistics and help conduct research and interviews in preparation for the gathering. They also assisted the steering committee in framing key issues, questions, and challenges. The Wallace Global Fund, the Open Society Institute, and the Nathan Cummings Foundation provided funding.

Recognizing the scale of the vision and the diversity of players who would be brought to the table, the steering committee was careful not to place extensive limitations on the focus of the Retreat in advance.  The primary goal was to increase the effectiveness of the Progressive Ideas Sector, and the committee identified three focal areas for the discussion itself:

• How might the Ideas Sector best serve the larger Progressive community, and in what    configurations?  What forms do “ideas institutions” take, and what are their operating models and theories of change?

• What values guide the work of individual Ideas Sector institutions, and are there common threads that can help each group grow its influence and better serve its partners?

• What are some of the key medium-term strategies Ideas Sector organizations are using to grow their influence and lay the groundwork for policy and political change right now?

These three questions would influence the final shape of the Retreat, designed, in large part, with the help of facilitator Mary Berryman Agard.  Also crucial in the design process was the input of Retreat participants, gathered through individual, hour-long interviews. The ideas collected through these interviews helped the planning team assess the interests, needs, and best practices of various Ideas

Sector groups, which greatly informed the final PISLR agenda.

After nearly a year of planning, PISLR took place from December 10-12, 2007. Think tank CEOs from across the country gathered to discuss ideas for enhancing the effectiveness of the Progressive Ideas Sector, and they agreed on more than anyone initially expected them to. Several of the participants had initially expressed some degree of cynicism about the Retreat’s ambitious objectives, though these reservations had all but disappeared by the time evaluations were completed on the third day.

Key Agreements

Through various discussions, breakout groups, visioning exercises, and brainstorming sessions, participants generated an assortment of fresh ideas and possibilities. In compiling these ideas, we discovered several themes that appeared again and again. What follows is a list of these ideas, focusing on those which found broad support in later plenary discussions.

Shift from Organization Logic to Movement Logic

The group identified an important distinction in how groups make decisions about resource-use and strategy. On one end of the scale, it was argued, was organizational logic – the standard mode of operating for most progressive groups. Organizational logic prioritizes each group’s individual interests, at the expense of the broader interests of the Movement. Organizational logic tends to ignore the potential long-term pay-off of investing in a larger movement, favoring instead to calculate shorter-term and narrower costs and benefits. Organizational logic tends to be more competitive, perceiving that one’s own organization stands to suffer when one of its competitors gets the grant or secures the new, large donor. Pure organizational logic does not tend to believe that a rising tide will raise all ships, and it therefore does not support an organization’s use of resources to help lift the tide rather than its own ship.

Movement logic would represent the opposite end of this scale. Movement logic considers how any given action will affect the larger cause. It tends to be more cooperative, recognizing the potential larger gains to be won by pooling resources, coordinating strategies, and sharing wisdom. This paradigm is unnatural for many progressive organizations, and so a shift to movement logic will require a significan shift in the way that many groups strategize about the future.

Focusing in on this distinction, the PISLR group agreed that we have reached a moment in American political history, where movement logic is becoming critical. As Demos’ Miles Rapoport said, “The key to success is for people to make the leap of faith that we can accomplish more together than we can individually.” This clarion call for shifting to a more coordinated and cooperative mode of operation created the potential for a major breach from standard practice, and this notion invigorated and energized many PISLR participants.

Develop Large-Scale, Long-Term Vision

“I am always asked, ‘What do you stand for?’ We all share the same values, but part of what has been missing is the effective story for today.” – Lisa Brown, American Constitution Society

“We are talking about something deeper than politics.” – Stephanie Robinson, The Jamestown Project 

In addition to communally recognizing the importance of developing movement logic within the Progressive Ideas Sector, PISLR participants also agreed that there is an urgent need for a longer-term, large-scale vision. Furthermore, several participants seemed to believe that the Ideas Sector is particularly well positioned to help form and support this vision and to determine the language best used to communicate it. As Alan Durning of Seattle’s Sightline Institute described, “There are a lot of people who share our values, and it is our job to apply the values that they believe in – we provide a vocabulary and defensible factual evidence – but the values come from the people.” One hope emerging from the group was that future PISLR-type meetings might provide a forum for discussing and strengthening a shared, large-scale vision.
Enhance the Coordination of the Progressive Sector

“I do sense a hunger… In our Progressive Roundtable events, people come in with networks, and what they are missing is a network of networks.” 
– Barry Kendall, Commonweal Institute 

“It would be hard for any of us as a single organization to do the big projects. For     example, how might we address the question of how to re-engage with the world? We can’t do it alone…” 
– Jim Harkness, Center for Agricultural and Trade Policy 

One of the most recurrent themes in the ideas produced by the PISLR group was the recognition that in order to achieve large-scale social change (not to mention the movement logic and the large-scale vision deemed necessary), enhanced coordination within the Sector will be critical. Participants greatly valued the opportunity to come together at Pocantico, and they expressed great interest in making this gathering the first of many. This overwhelming interest in working together more closely in the future could mark an exciting departure from business as usual for the Progressive Movement. Such coordination has never occurred before within the Ideas Sector, and collaboration of this nature could significantly alter the course of American politics. 

Create Space to Discuss Areas of Disagreement Within the Sector 

“I’m not sure if agreement is the goal, but there should be a place for some constructive disagreement.” 

– Deepak Bhargava, Center for Community Change 

While participants agreed that there is a good base of commonality in values and vision among Progressive Ideas Sector organizations, many believed that the Sector could only become stronger if it finds a way to constructively disagree. Secure, internal spaces where Progressives can debate the types of ideological cleavages that are inarguably present within the Movement would not only clarify Progressive arguments but would also increase awareness between groups and provide a space for vigorous discussion about long-term, large-scale vision. 

Share Resources, Trainings, Best Practices 

Among the groups participating in PISLR, several different organizational sizes and structures were represented. Many participants recognized that increased opportunities to share resources would help those groups with smaller staffs and budgets become more effective. Simultaneously, sharing resources could also increase the efficiency and synergy of all participating groups. Areas suggested for such shared resources included technological support and innovation, outreach and communication, research, business administration, collective training, and an information sharing database or list-serve. Also suggested was the notion of creating a sort of clearing house or tool list, describing which organizations had which resources, so that other groups could call upon them for assistance when needed.
Reform the Progressive Community’s Funding Sources and Strategies 

 “It seems that there is a lot of agreement that maybe together we can communicate some observations to funders that we might not be able to communicate separately, perhaps drafting some sort of consensus statement of best funding principles.” 
– Alan Durning, Sightline Institute 
Many PISLR participants felt very strongly that the funding strategies frequently employed by modern Progressive foundations and donors discourage the kind of movement logic, vision crafting, and collective action that they believe will be so critical to the future success of the Movement. This common frustration led some participants to suggest that a comprehensive critique and set of recommendations 

from a unified network of Progressive Ideas Sector organizations might be able to help guide the funding community toward more beneficial practices. 
Increase Web Proficiency and Strengthen Netroots Strategy 

“People don’t really understand that blogs can have dangerous consequences; they can have a significant impact on how people think.” 
– Henry Farrell, George Washington University 

“Ninety percent of congressional offices read blogs; 75% of media organizations look to blogs for source material.” 
– Kai Stinchcombe, The Roosevelt Institution 

Given the rise of the Internet as a communications and organizing tool, many PISLR participants acknowledged that they were lacking the expertise or capability to take full advantage of web-based technologies. For some, this was simply seen as a technological resource issue, but for others, it was recognized as a large-scale strategy problem – groups were not sure how these technologies could be 

applied to best benefit their change efforts. Many agreed that collective investment in increasing proficiency in this area would be very valuable to the Sector. 

Key Differences and Challenges 

Though the majority of the Retreat proceedings had an unmistakable feeling of optimism and excitement, there were also some important challenges raised that should be recognized here. We do not want to downplay the difficulty of some of these concerns, and we hope that they do not prematurely become barriers to the initiatives PISLR participants have proposed.
Organizational Logic Versus Movement Logic 

“Movement logic may also mean some group sacrifices on behalf of larger good.” 
– Nate Loewentheil, The Roosevelt Institution 

“I want to come back to this idea of collaboration as a waste of time… It is very time intensive to have meaningful collaborations.” 
– Mike Ettlinger, EARN Network 

It will be difficult for any organization to figure out how to balance its own best interests with the duty to serve the larger Movement. We’ve recognized that organizational logic often favors short-term, smaller-scale payoffs, and this poses a serious hurdle for movement logic-based decision making. Furthermore, many groups feel that they are operating in a competitive funding environment, where sufficient funding is a scarce resource. This kind of sentiment tends to discourage movement logic. While PISLR participants agreed that success would take a sort of “leap of faith” away from organizational logic, no one assumed this would be easy. 

Ideological Alignment 

“The challenge is, are all of us in the same Movement? Are we on the same page?”
 – Andrea Batista Schlesinger, Drum Major Institute 
One of the biggest challenges likely to face any effort to build a network for long-term coordination is the decision about who should be included and how broadly to craft the agenda. How much ideological alignment is necessary in order to allow a group of organizations to work together? How big should the tent be? There was certainly a fear that if too much ideological diversity were to be present in the PISLR group, strategizing capacity would be severely handicapped. There was also a fear that too narrowly defining the ideological leanings of the PISLR group could exclude some important players in the Sector. 
There was not time at this retreat to fully address these difficult questions, and most were put aside for future discussion. Some participants felt that the PISLR group should be somewhat exclusive, limited to those who occupy a specific area on the left-to-center ideological spectrum. Others felt the group should be very inclusive, accepting self-identified Progressive Ideas Sector leaders, no matter where on 

the left-to-center spectrum they fall. Still others argued for something in between, where PISLR participants could come up with a specific set of expectations, and participation could be self-selecting from there. This will inevitably be a difficult point of contention moving forward, but it is one that will likely need to be addressed if the bold aspirations of the PISLR group are to be achieved.
What Exactly is the “Ideas Sector?” 

“I’ve never liked the term ‘Ideas Sector’ to describe us. It seems like this is the point to think about what we’re going to call this thing.” 
– Mike Ettlinger, EARN Network 

Another challenge facing the PISLR group, related to the ideology question discussed above, is the need to more clearly define and name the group thus far termed the “Ideas Sector.” Originally referred to as the Think Tank Sector by the PISLR planning team, the set of organizations identified to be a part of this project are without a doubt difficult to classify. Some self-classify as think tanks, while others call 

themselves “action tanks,” advocacy groups, or policy tanks. Several are “institutes,” implying some degree of study or research, and many have some type of issue-area focus within the suite of broad Progressive interests. 
No clear definition of the “Ideas Sector” was agreed upon by the PISLR group, though many recognized that this would also likely be an important challenge to address in the future. It was generally agreed, however, that all PISLR participants should all have a broad policy focus. As Andrew Hoerner of Redefining Progress described, “We want organizations that are think tanks with a broad policy perspective. If you’re a broad think tank but you focus on immigrants or people of color, you should be here. If you’re an advocacy group that pushes a narrow issue, you shouldn’t.” 

Retreat Outcomes

“There are quite a number of horizontal initiatives that would take little energy to light, but would burn bright while lit. We should try to light as many of those fires as we can.” 

– Andrew Hoerner, Redefining Progress 

While the PISLR group reached broad agreement about some of the general changes that could make their Sector more effective, they also came up with several specific proposals for how to address their most compelling needs. The group committed to undertake two primary projects immediately: 
1. To form a Progressive Ideas Network (PIN) whose first priority will be to facilitate the exchange of ideas and techniques to increase the effectiveness of the Sector and grow the influence of a common Progressive vision; and 

2. To immediately engage in a “Transition Project” aimed at promoting a Progressive agenda through the transition into the next presidential administration. Its likely form will be a briefing book and communications strategy to influence and challenge the next phase of U.S. political life. 

Progressive Ideas Network: A Mechanism for Coordination 

“I am a believer in network qualities – emergent qualities that happen when people are with each other. It happens all the time when you have face to face interactions…” 
– Richard Healey, Grassroots Policy Project 

This proposal not only incorporates our desire to build a long-term structure for collaboration, but also to make Progressive ideas a beacon for our country through this period of great change. The steering committee will craft a proposal for governance of the new network by the next meeting, expanding on the three goals for the PIN outlined at Pocantico: 
1. To provide service and training to member organizations; 

2. To craft long term strategy, ideas, and movement logic; and 

3. To provide opportunities for collective action. 

The steering committee and PISLR staff will spend the coming months identifying the scope of the network, where it will be institutionally housed, and what mechanisms will be put in place to determine membership criteria and expectations. 

The Transition Project 2008 

“The [Transition Project] idea is about seizing an unprecedented moment to change public perceptions. Collectively, we can do that in a way we can’t individually. Do I think the Drum Major Institute can influence the next president? Maybe. But can we do it if we work together? Yes. There is a collectivity here that gets us in the door in a way anything else doesn’t.” 
– Andrea Batista Schlesinger, Drum Major Institute 

“I see this election as a sea change and not a distraction; a moment of opportunity. We were founded at a particular moment (of right-wing hegemony) and as this tide recedes, our role will have to transform. Do we have the ability to write the book for the next president that the Heritage Foundation wrote for Reagan?” 
– Miles Rapoport, Demos 

Remembering the urgency of this particular moment in US politics, a group of PISLR participants have volunteered to lead the development of the 2008 “Transition Project.” This Project will gather the best ideas from the Progressive Ideas Sector into a single package to offer to Progressive allies and to challenge the next administration. In it, interested PIN participants will compile a comprehensive set of 

policy recommendations, political appointees, and talking points - incorporating a broad spectrum of issue areas. This initiative will be initially spearheaded by Andrea Batista Schlesinger, Deepak Bhargava, Andrew Hoerner, Barry Kendall, Nathaniel Loewentheil, Miles Rapoport, and Stephanie Robinson (see Appendix for affiliations). These leaders will develop a full proposal for the Transition Project, at which 

point other attendees, as well as new institutions, will have the opportunity to opt-in. 

Other Ideas 

In addition to the two keystone projects described above, PISLR participants came up with a number of other innovative ideas for making the Sector more effective. A sampling of these ideas is presented here. While these initiatives will not be immediate priorities of the steering committee, many PISLR groups have expressed interest in them, and the next retreat will showcase both the importance and 

viability of these projects. Accordingly, the PIN staff will be compiling brief proposals, expanding upon these ideas for consideration at the next retreat. 
• Master Progressive Calendar – Aim to create a joint online listing of new reports, events, and trainings. A calendar mechanism would help progressive ideas groups to reduce problems of duplication and help organizations to assist one another on project of mutual interest. 
• Collective Ideas Sector Trainings and Rotating Professional Seminars – This training and seminar mechanism would facilitate peer-to-peer education, the sharing of best practices, the dissemination of expertise, the expansion of Web 2.0 technologies, and overall leadership development. 

• Feedback to Funders – Aim to create a funder feedback system. Attendees suggested creating a peer-based system that would evaluate Progressive funders based on an agreed upon set of principles drawn from the extensive literature on how movements get funded successfully. Annual reports to Foundation Board and Donor groups would provide direct information from the field to key funding decision makers and help build more aligned funding strategies. Through polling its 

membership, a grouping like PIN could work to develop a critique of the current funding dilemmas and issue a set of recommendations to help Progressive funders better serve the Movement. 

• Joint Online Media Directory and Speakers Bureau – Organize a one-stop shop for people looking for specialists and speakers on various issues represented by the Progressive Ideas Sector, or simply interested in the missions and campaigns of various Sector groups. A media effort of this scale would help with Progressive messaging efforts, including the issue of message discipline, and would assist network groups with spreading their ideas to new audiences. 

• Organized Debates Between PIN Members – Work to provide a venue for difficult differences to be discussed and debated. Debates and discussion groups would be organized as requested by member organizations. 

• Annual “Ideas Expo” – Create a forum for elected officials, advocates, and the media to access the products and recommendations of Ideas Sector groups. It is envisioned as a yearly stand-alone event, though there could be an opportunity to integrate this event with other Progressive gatherings. 

• Ideas Schools – Work to develop a program for grassroots organizers and leaders to work directly with Ideas Sector representatives on issues of interest. This will help to bridge the gap between the think tank community and the grassroots organizing community.

• Short-term Internships for Bloggers with various Ideas Sector Organizations –Encourage opportunities for cross-pollination between the Netroots and the Ideas Sector. This project would also help to nurture young leaders in the movement, as they are given access to both ideas and mentorship. 

• Basic Resource Sharing – Create a set of pooled resource investment protocols to which groups could voluntarily subscribe. This would help smaller groups attain such tools as web technicians, business administration assistance, and state-of-the-art databases technologies. 
Moving Forward 

The goals of the PISLR group are ambitious, though undoubtedly feasible with proper funding and staff support. Our immediate tasks include

• Using the next six months to build PIN’s initial capacities and to reinforce groups’ commitments to working together; 

• Beginning to share this idea with other Progressive Ideas Sector leaders who were unable to join us at Pocantico; 

• Forming a more permanent steering committee to recruit other interested organizations to join as participants in future phases of the project; 

• Reconvening the next generation PISLR group in the summer of 2008, (henceforth to be referred to as the Progressive Idea Network, or PIN). At this upcoming meeting, PIN participants will: 

• Assess and refine a proposal for moving the PIN to an operational stage (determining plans for staffing, budget, initial programming, name, etc.). If a proposal is approved, participants will be challenged to develop plan for implementing it. This decision will ultimately determine whether the PIN project continues, and, if so, it will indicate a clear commitment on the part of PIN participants to sustaining the project. 

• Evaluate the other action proposals generated out of the initial PISLR (including that for the Transition Project), 

• Reflect upon what has been accomplished thus far, and 

• Commit to undertaking a new set of initiatives that will make the Progressive Ideas Sector more effective in serving its movement. 
Conclusions
At this critical moment in American history, our country has an urgent need for alliance and solidarity in the Progressive movement. The Progressive Ideas Sector has an undeniably important role to play in the future of the Progressive Movement in our country. Ideas hold the unique potential to help unify and empower much of the Movement, from its top leadership, to its grassroots advocates, to its communications networks. Ideas are what compel people to politics, and ideas are what will inspire and craft policy solutions to our nation’s most pressing problems. The Ideas Sector Retreat demonstrated unequivocally that many of the leaders within this Sector are united in their determination to serve their Movement more effectively – to really look beyond the short-term interests of their own, solitary institutions on behalf of greater movement-scale goals. This is an exciting development in the Progressive political arena – and we should take advantage of this historic opportunity to further the Progressive Ideas Network. Nothing less than the future of our country and the world are at stake.

1

