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NOTES ON THE OCTOBER 2020 ADAPTATION
This Proposal to Shift the Country is published online at www.shiftthecountry.com for reference for the
Shift the Country initiative rolled out for widespread use in October, 2020. The compiled material,
context, background, strategy, and thinking in this document may be helpful for individuals,
organizations, alliances, advocacy campaigns, businesses, or others making shift happen.
A much shorter white paper available at www.shiftthecountry.com has an overview of the Shift the
Country framework, and is updated for the fall 2020 risk landscape.
This October, 2020 adaptation for public release removed content no longer relevant for use, and
clarified Section 13 – The Social Contract, Institutions, Federalism, & Government. No updates were
made for context, news, or situations that have developed since the original completion in April, 2019.
Tools from Section 17 – The Toolbox are now at www.shiftthecountry.com.
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PROPOSAL to SHIFT THE COUNTRY
Engage With Everything: A Call For Mass Action To Hold The U.S. Together,
To Help Each Other Through, & To Make Change

Introduction
UNPRECEDENTED APPROACHES FOR AN UNPRECEDENTED SITUATION
The United States of America is facing a reckoning.
We need to do the asymmetrical; the unprecedented. We need more action in addition to what has
already been done since the 2016 election, and what has been done to make change in 2018.
It needs to be bigger, more widespread, and different than what’s been done before. It needs to be
an expansion – to reach those who have not yet been reached; to encourage action in different ways
than what has been done before.
We can counter unprecedented threats with widespread civic engagement, new and
greater alliances, creating spectacle, driving the narrative, leveraging social networks
– and pushing a phenomenon with more of all of that.

We need to do something different because the threats are different. The stakes are high. We need
to do imaginative, strategic, extraordinary, work at scale – and fast. This proposal contains elements
to expand a movement; the sparks and the weather to spread wildfire.
We can take on those who do not follow the rules and who leverage big money, media, power,
disinformation, and divisiveness with something we can access – the majority of Americans. People;
engaged in everything everywhere. We can leverage social networks in the real world and online to
create phenomena. We can expand alliances. We have available the power of unprecedented
media, social media, capabilities, and technology access to so many. We have humanity.
Community. Connection. Vision. Future.
We are in a long series of unprecedented moments and persistent, ongoing shocks to the structures
of society, to long-held norms, to the rule of law, to the social contract, to institutions, to
government’s ability to effectively serve everyday Americans, to economic stability, to public
discourse, to shared reality, to progress, to communities, to our humanity, and to our very health and
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well-being. Change is urgent – not just in political power, but in movement power, people power,
civic power, culture, messaging, and values.
The current Republican majority running the US Government in the White House and in the US
Senate is a threat to the safety, stability, security, and future of the United States. They are jointly
eroding US institutions, the social contract, and the rule of law. Damage to the US from the Trump
Administration will be widespread; impacts will last a generation. Damage to the US from the earlier
Republican majority in Congress and now in the Senate will be widespread as well, including
increased wealth disparity from the 2017 tax bill, an unprecedented number of questionably qualified
lifetime appointments of judges and Supreme Court justices, and failure to appropriately oversee a
highly corrupt and morally bankrupt Trump administration. Republican actions have done nothing to
help everyday Americans, American communities, and small businesses. US national security is
significantly weakened under Republican leadership; the international order will be forever changed;
and opportunities to mitigate some of the coming damage from climate change have been missed,
making the effects to come worse than they would have been.
The Proposal to Shift the Country is social entrepreneurialism. It is innovative thinking in changemaking intended as a complement to and expansion of established approaches in use locally and
nationally by nonprofits, advocacy campaigns, movements, campaigns, unions, volunteer groups,
alliances, activists, and everyday Americans. It can be an amplifier and a force multiplier.
The core of the proposal is science and analysis, informed by an array of fields and proven practices.
The Proposal to Shift the Country is a summary of risk, an analysis of related research, recommended
methodology for the work, and a framework to implement the work. The heart of the work is the
people who will be involved; it is in its essence about connection and community.
The premise is a set of executable approaches specifically assembled to create to create tipping
points when used together. The idea here is to deliberately create something like a phenomenon –
especially when combined with existing organizing and change-making practices. Tipping points can
be engineered to create phenomena, with careful deliberation. They are fickle, risky, may not last,
and can evolve. Documented efforts to create tipping points indicate that they only work when
multiple factors are activated simultaneously and maintained deliberately. This is a proposal
designed to work at scale, and with heavy engagement at all levels. That being said, this work
includes much more than those factors that lead to tipping points.
The proposal is an inventive fusion of science, analysis, and creativity to push change, advocacy,
movement-building, and civic engagement in a new combination of ways.
A quote from the science fiction movie The Martian fits:
“In the face of overwhelming odds, I'm left with only one option:
I’m going to have to science the s#%* out of this.”
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Science is the core here. This isn’t a bunch of pie-in-the-sky thinking. This proposal is anchored in
much of what we need in this country, and what many Americans on the left are fighting for: science,
vision, equality, humanity, connection, problem-solving, and moving this country forward.
This can work everywhere – rural areas, small towns, micro-cities, rural cities, and major
metropolitan areas. It includes a framework for marketing, language, messaging, and creating viral
content – and all of it can be used anywhere.
The Shift the Country “brand” can even help grow the movement. It is nonpartisan, although this
work does lean left. It’s open-ended. It leaves room for us to grow new vision and evolve. It’s open
to clever language, as we make shift happen. Variations, like “the country shift,” could be used
imaginatively somehow. The phrase is practical in usage, as we go after big shift. It can be used for
engagement ideas, like for asking people to “take a shift.” You can shift your town, shift your college,
or shift your state. And so on.
Creating a phenomenon can help create something else – a sense of being a part of something. A
sense of being part of a shift. Future. A new direction. A direction we choose together. A direction
WE choose. That sense of belonging and investment can help groups grow and momentum build.
Everyone can contribute. It’s for everyone. Plus, a sense of belonging helps with engagement, and
with countering the shock and trauma of emerging authoritarianism, which has a better chance of
succeeding when despair and disengagement are widespread.
Use of the ideas in the framework at scale and serious funding to help spread the ideas and the
activity can foster and build a Shift the Country phenomenon – by and for the people. This proposal
is a recipe for doing it – while also making real, actual shift happen. While making a difference in the
lives of Americans in all the places we live.
There are sections in the proposal with ideas for expansion and amplification. This work is meant to
widen the reach of standard organizing work, by increasing the permeation of it throughout
communities, social networks, and personal connections for the widest possible saturation, coverage,
and impact – to reach and engage every potentially supportive American.
This proposal does not attempt to recruit staunch far-right supporters of the current Republican
administration, yet it does target everyone else. This work goes after those that traditional organizing
work may not reach or target. We need innovation and research to engage with and gain the
support of inactive Democrats, independents, moderates, former Republicans, dissatisfied
Republicans, and third-party voters. A healthy democracy is an engaged democracy, and we have a
long way to go to get there.
The idea here is a deep ground game – even in the areas that have historically voted Republican. This
proposal has an infusion of new approaches to engage inactive people, and to get them involved,
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invested, committed, and enlivened. For those who have been fighting endlessly since the 2016
election, this proposal has new ideas and energy. People anywhere in the US feeling disempowered
may find an idea in this work that resonates; that they can contribute to.
This is a lot of “we are who we’ve been waiting for,” with new ways to
engage our neighbors, friends, family, and communities.

This proposal is full of engagement tools to help us connect with people and groups to navigate the
unfolding chaos in this country – and to help us reimagine, revitalize, and create flourishing, resilient,
just, equitable, and sustainable communities going forward. There are a lot of broken promises in
this country. The Democratic side can be America’s most fierce advocate – through its people, and
for its people. ALL of them.
There is much contempt in the US, and more division than perhaps since the civil war. Researchers
have found that the level of division in our country is competitive with the Israeli-Palestinian divide.
There are tools here for dis-arming, de-escalating, and de-fusing. This is not a “reach across the aisle”
framework, but rather an approach that leverages the power of empathy and connection… to create
real-world shifts. They may be small shifts, but there is work that can realistically be done. There are
no easy ways forward in a world with much inherent bias sometimes mixed with very real
resentment. A set of tools for those willing to do the work can help create shifts. We need every
shift we can get – and not just for the election.
This proposal is groundbreaking in that it has a framework to help communities evolve, to help serve
communities, to help communities solve problems, and at the same tine to help us shift the country
in the real world while we’re organizing. It is about working with people everywhere to create – and
realize – vision for a reachable future. Building vision together and facilitating the creative tension
between where we are and where we intend to be is a key to successful leadership, and also to
getting Democratic voters excited and engaged.
The heart of the Proposal to Shift the Country is people. The sociological research for some of the
work is about people, how they connect, and how they act as a result. The work itself is about people
and what they can do, together.
There is a kids’ movie that serves as a powerful myth for our time: The LEGO Movie. While it may
sound absurd to reference an animated film in a political proposal, there is an important and relevant
take-away. The solution at the end of the movie (spoiler alert) is to ask everyone to make “whatever
weird thing pops into our heads,” because “all of you have the ability inside of you to be a
groundbreaker,” to “tear apart your walls; build things only you could build.”
And then the people in the movie get to work on solving problems and building realistic solutions for
the problems they face in the places where they are.
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The Proposal to Shift the Country creates a framework for folks on the left to lead just such an ad-hoc,
organic thing from the ground-up… while also building toward a greater vision for the country as a
whole, driving us toward a reachable future, and organizing to win the 2020 election. The movie is a
parable; the work proposed here is how we make it happen.
The Proposal to Shift the Country is an opportunity for Americans to energize and reach all potential
voters, to get people involved and fired up, to embrace our collective humanity, to foster innovative
thinking, to invigorate others, to inspire, to provide moral courage, and to provide and grow muchneeded leadership at every level in a completely unprecedented way.
PROPOSAL STRUCTURE
Sections 1-13 of this proposal are the high-level analysis, with a survey of some of the research.
These sections lay out the sources, methods, and hypotheses, with discussion.
Sections 14-16 focus more on the myriad of actions recommended for engaging people with
different methods, activities, messaging, and amplification.
The Toolbox in Section 17 has been moved online. Tools are now linked from
www.shiftthecountry.com. Some informal ideas for engagement or other tools are informally
identified throughout the Shift the Country Proposal text as “(TOOL).”
There is a “References & Background” section at the end, with many of the articles, books,
videos, and websites that informed this project.
ANALYSIS
The core of this proposal is to explore and document ways to get Americans engaged with
everything, to expand engagement through alliances and teamwork, to raise a ruckus, and to
spread that ruckus – to get even more people engaged and interested in communities, our
shared future, and the future of this democracy.
The arc of Sections 1-13 starts with a situation and risk assessment. Each of the following
sections summarizes an area of research that grounds the work.
This document is not an academic piece. It is a creative problem-solving endeavor informed by
science, analysis, observation, listening, experience, and critical thinking. As the introduction notes,
the proposal is a fusion of ideas from many sources, brought together to create maximum
effectiveness.
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Here is a big-picture look at the methodology:
1. Much of the work is anchored in the social sciences – including in what it takes to
deliberately create “tipping points.” Section 4 on Tipping Points: Leveraging Social
Networks To Create Phenomena explains how this works. According to Malcolm
Gladwell’s (2000) book of the same name, a tipping point is “the name given to that
one dramatic moment in an epidemic when everything can change all at once.” The
intentional creation of tipping points can help us raise a ruckus, spread that ruckus,
and create a phenomenon of engagement that can make real, substantive, and longterm shift happen.
2. Additional research or analysis that can inform political action, language, messaging,
and persuasion effectiveness to help us in raising a ruckus, spreading that ruckus,
creating spectacle, pushing the narrative, and driving the public agenda.
3. The rest of the proposal comes from listening, creative thinking, critical thinking,
discussion, going to events, activism, brainstorming, experience, and problem-solving.
Messaging, marketing, language, disinformation considerations, and so on are considered part
of the work, and derive from the same sources listed above.
Most ideas in the proposal derive from development and exploration of this work, and will not
necessarily be directly attributed except in the case of direct quotes or clearly delineated idea
sources. Sources are compiled generally in the “References & Background” section.
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1. Situation & Risk
THE CURRENT ADMINISTRATION
The current President of the United States (POTUS) and his associates and organizations face an array
of investigations, some of which are related to Russia, its attack on the 2016 election, and its
persistent attempts to undermine the national security of the US. The POTUS himself was put under
an actual counterintelligence probe. Some of the President’s associates have in varying degrees been
indicted, pled guilty, faced trial, and been imprisoned for various crimes, some of which relate to
Russian actions against the US. The redacted “Mueller Report” was also just released in the spring of
2019, adding a volume of information and indicating areas where further investigation and/or action
could be taken.
The administration has a history of security violations, deep corruption, nepotism, ethics violations,
high turnover, political appointment failures, emoluments clause violations, cabinet vacancies,
spontaneous national security actions, releasing classified information to our adversaries, conducting
secret meetings with the leader of a hostile foreign nation, undermining long-established norms of
our democracy, eroding the institutions of national security and law enforcement, and failing to
properly administer the Executive Branch and to follow laws and court orders. Cabinet members
have demonstrated corruption and ethics violations that have led to related investigations and
resignations. The administration is stoking fears of a trade war through questionable tariffs, pulling
out of long-established treaties and agreements, and shifting the entire post-World War II
international system. These are not political issues. Rather, they are fundamental to stability,
governance, and national security.
Republican party members have condoned this behavior through their failure to provide appropriate
Congressional oversight of the Executive Branch, and through other actions such as supporting the
relaxing of specific sanctions against Russia. The administration’s decision to relax said sanctions is
questionable as the administration and its associates are under investigation for cooperating with
Russia, and as the POTUS has been under a counterintelligence investigation. Congressional
Republicans have slowed investigations into Russian election interference, have not provided
available information such as testimony from closed sessions to the Mueller investigation, and have
provided misleading information to the public.
Neither the current administration nor the previous Congress when the Republican party held the
majority have responded immediately, decisively, or proportionately to the Russian attack on our
presidential election.
There is much other damage – some of which could be considered to be more partisan in nature
considering who would find it damaging. This damage includes a tax law that gives incredible favor to
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the wealthy, enormous cuts to consumer protections, increases in resource extraction through oil
and gas permit process changes, environmental policy shifts, land management impacts,
deforestation, decreases in civil rights protections, attempts to disenfranchise voters, massive
deregulation impacting the financial sector to infrastructure to the environment, and widespread
damage to protections for women, women’s health, and women’s safety. The administration has
attempted with some success to provide disaster assistance based on a perception of political
support for the administration. The POTUS recklessly shut down much of the US government for an
extended period, threatening public safety, the US economy, and the economic security of the
country and of government employees and contractors.
The administration’s actions cause instability and stress for the majority of Americans. There is no
apparent vision, no consistent strategy, and shifting and inconsistent policy. The administration’s
actions spread division, condone racism, and institutionalize violence against women.
Some have argued that the Republican party’s long-term strategy has been to facilitate minority
control of government at state and federal levels, and to hold on to that. This administration has
certainly taken or attempted action along those lines.
The administration is dangerous, unpredictable, unprofessional, undignified, and unstable. Courts,
citizens, federal employees, certain appointees, and now the Democratic US House majority are
holding the line – yet the risks remain significant and persistent.
REPUBLICANS: A PARTY IN RETREAT
The Republican party is a party in retreat. It is important to note that they are in retreat – because
with a strong offense – they can be pushed further back. And so they will be.
We know from the research that conservative voters tend to be driven by the need for physical
security. This drives the obsession with guns, and the pull toward what are perceived as “family
values” – because the family is expected to provide safety and security. The party’s values are often
driven by other factors also understood to provide physical security.
Politicians, including the president, leverage and amplify this inclination – with the power of fear.
Fear mobilizes. Fear is used as a weapon.
Fear of women standing up for themselves, as demonstrated in the hearings for Supreme Court
Justice Kavanaugh. Fear of any “other…” defined by the Republican party as perhaps transgendered
people in bathrooms, or defined by the Republican president as disabled people whom he makes fun
of. Most of the “others” targeted are anyone who is not a white male, and specifically – all people of
color.
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This brings to mind a quote from the fiction movie An American President: “How do you have
patience for people who claim they love America, but clearly can't stand Americans?”
The Republican party is hanging onto a world where white, wealthy men held the power. Research
indicates that those drawn to support the current administration tend to be more fear-driven, more
misogynistic, and to hold stronger inherent racial bias – although that is not the case for all.
Persistent support from “the base” indicates that the administration and the Republican party’s
language, policies, actions, non-actions, and priorities will likely continue to be attractive to a certain
fraction of the population.
The Republican party is killing unions nationwide – unions which have traditionally created and later
supported the middle class. The Republican party is making it harder for those in the middle and
working classes to find and keep good jobs – even in public service. The Republican party does not
support those in poverty, seeking to move up; instead it uses words like “entitlements,” and removes
tools meant to aid those working to create better lives for themselves and their families. The
Republican party is actively deregulating systems meant to protect our food, financial systems,
consumers, environment, and water – bringing us closer to unregulated and unfettered capitalism –
which tends toward oligarchy. The Republican party is eroding the quality and affordability of
education in the US, and actively campaigning against established science such as that on climate
change. The preponderance of conservative propaganda added to the president’s persistent lies are
undermining the nation’s ability to discern facts and truths while increasing divisiveness. The
Republican party is training its base not to trust America. And so they do not.
The Republican party is a party of bullies… terrified of Democrats, diversity, change, evolution,
science, and any people perceived to be “others.” The Republican party is afraid of losing elections,
and has taken demonstrated action to disenfranchise growing majorities who tend to vote Democrat.
Republican party “leadership” in Congress is afraid of the president, afraid of nicknames given by him,
and afraid of tweets from him. Republican party leadership also appears to have a certain fear of
standing up to Russia when it comes to our country’s national security.
The Republican party is not offering light. It is only offering a vague sense of security – after pushing
fear – to those who crave it. It is not offering support for its citizens’ health, for the health of its
natural resources, for problem-solving, for entrepreneurialism, for small business owners, for resilient
families, or for main street. It’s not even offering real economic protection for the middle class,
although it pretends to do that while passing tax reforms to help the already-wealthy.
The president’s own slogan is about the past – “Make America Great Again (MAGA).” It’s the first
time in history that a president has run a campaign on a platform of saying that the US is in decline
(Engelhardt, T., 2016). That’s where the Republican party is: it’s a party that doesn’t believe in the
United States as it currently stands.
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The Republican party is not offering a way for us to compete with the economic and other threats
brought by Russia, China, and the world at large. It is offering to hide. Isolationism is not a strategy
for partnership and growth. This is not a party helping their voters reach the American dream. The
Republican party is not leading America forward.
Since 1992, the Republican party has lost the popular vote in six of the seven presidential campaigns.
The Electoral College impacted two of those races, giving the win to the candidate who lost the
popular vote. The United States has evolved right on past the Republican party – and it’s going to
keep doing so. The tide has turned.
The Republican party is leading a retreat.
The Proposal to Shift the Country helps us drive a deep offensive to find, engage, and energize people
in this country who intend to find a way forward.
U.S. RISK LANDSCAPE
Risk methodology established by the US Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and used by both
the Bush and Obama Administrations is based on this calculation:
Risk = Threat + Consequence + Vulnerability
This sub-section addresses risk primarily from the threat perspective, with corresponding related
consequences and vulnerabilities implied derivatively.
Former DHS Secretary Janet Napolitano writes:
“True security means educating the public about which dangers are real and likely and which
are not… In a huge and open nation, there will never be enough money, gates, guns, or guards
to run down every potential threat. Homeland security works when we adhere to proven
principles of law enforcement, national security, and disaster management, and when we
integrate those principles with the best data science and other technological innovations
available and update them constantly. We get into trouble when political ideology is thrown
into the mix. A stubborn or willful misreading of the threat environment leads to poor
management of resources and results in failure. And in this regard, I regret to say, we are
backsliding terribly…
“Our current path is built on a false security narrative – security theater run amok. And
Americans are left in a state of unbearable anxiety, seeing threats in the wrong places and
ignoring others in front of their eyes” (Napolitano & Breslau, 2019).
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With that in mind, this section is intended to level-set the threat perception for the purposes of this
proposal. As we shift the country, we can create and expand work to address the very real threats we
actually face – rather than the Republican narrative.
The Worldwide Threat Assessment (WTA) of the US Intelligence Community, provided to the Senate
Select Committee on Intelligence on January 29, 2019 states that “some US allies and partners are
seeking greater independence from Washington in response to their perceptions of changing US
policies on security and trade and are becoming more open to new bilateral and multilateral
partnerships.”
The same assessment notes that “China and Russia are more aligned than at any point since the mid1950s, and the relationship is likely to strengthen in the coming year as some of their interests and
threat perceptions converge, particularly regarding perceived US unilateralism and interventionism
and Western promotion of democratic values and human rights.”
The US has the world’s most powerful military, and the most powerful economy. Yet according to the
WTA, “Russia and China seek to shape the international system and regional security dynamics and
exert influence over the politics and economies of states in all regions of the world and especially in
their respective backyards.”
From a big-picture perspective, “the post-World War II international system is coming under
increasing strain amid continuing cyber and WMD proliferation threats… Among the disturbing trends
are hostile states and actors’ intensifying online efforts to influence and interfere with elections here
and abroad.” Addressing domestic election security is a critical issue for the republic itself, and an
area with significant room for improvement. Vulnerabilities persist, and solutions and changes have
been slow to come.
In addition to the threats posed by hostile foreign actors, the Republican party itself has sought to
disenfranchise voters through an array of actions by the Trump Administration, and through state
and local laws and policies. In a brazen ethics violation, the now-Governor of the state of Georgia
served as the Secretary of State during his own election in 2018 – which was fraught with issues.
There is an open Congressional seat for a district in North Carolina due to likely election tampering.
Election interference from hostile foreign actors also includes disinformation attempts and
information warfare tactics and strategies. As the security and viability of the 2020 election is critical,
there are actions in the Proposal to Shift the Country to address some of the risk highlighted here.
Other threats persist. The threat from hostile states and actors’ includes “their use of chemical
weapons. Terrorism too will continue to be a top threat to US and partner interests worldwide… The
development and application of new technologies will introduce both risks and opportunities, and the
US economy will be challenged by slower global economic growth and growing threats to US
economic competitiveness.”
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The assessment notes that “during the past two decades, the US lead in S&T [science and technology]
fields has been significantly eroded, most predominantly by China, which is well ahead in several
areas.” Further, “as the overall US lead in science and technology (S&T) shrinks; the capability gap
between commercial and military technologies evaporates; and foreign actors increase their efforts
to acquire top talent, companies, data, and intellectual property via licit and illicit means.”
There are complex human and environmental factors. “Migration is likely to continue to fuel social
and interstate tensions globally, while drugs and transnational organized crime take a toll on US
public health and safety. Political turbulence is rising in many regions as governance erodes and
states confront growing public health and environmental threats.” The assessment specifies that
“the United States will probably have to manage the impact of global human security challenges, such
as threats to public health, historic levels of human displacement, assaults on religious freedom, and
the negative effects of environmental degradation and climate change.”
These challenges are significant, and likely to impact future world order. “Global environmental and
ecological degradation, as well as climate change, are likely to fuel competition for resources,
economic distress, and social discontent through 2019 and beyond.”
In a 2012 talk at the Smithsonian, Lester Brown noted five threats to national security, derived in part
from prior consulting work with the Central Intelligence Agency as a subject matter expert. They are
another way of summarizing some of the risk noted above.
These five threats to national security include:






An increasing number of failed nation-states,
The increasing world population,
Climate change,
Increasing competition for food, and
Increasing competition for water.

An increasing world population facing climate change and living in high-hazard zones will experience
more intense and frequent disasters, exacerbated by all of the above. Stable, capable governments
where possible will help, but communities and regions will need to build resilience to navigate these
challenges on the horizon.
It is clear that the world order itself is at risk, as well as the stability of our democracy, the world
economy, US competitiveness within the worldwide economy, the US economy, and the US’
problem-solving capabilities, represented by diminishing US S&T capabilities.
Our current position as a world superpower is clear throughout the intelligence assessment, and in
our established national security stance. If the United States loses that position – we will have a
diminished capacity to support democracy in the world, to address human security challenges, and
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to proactively drive our own country’s future. The assessment makes clear the threats that Russia
and China present in an array of ways. The assessment also makes clear that there are significant
economic and environmental challenges that threaten our security as well as our way of life.
At a time when innovation is critical, our S&T capabilities are weakening. The WTA notes that “the
United States maintains an overall lead largely because we are at the forefront of the medical
sciences.” Medical sciences are not going to solve the security threats we are facing, although they
will help with public health challenges.
We need serious problem-solving capabilities and mindsets. We have wicked problems to navigate.
Wikipedia defines “wicked problems” as those that are “difficult or impossible to solve because of
incomplete, contradictory, and changing requirements that are often difficult to recognize.”
Our status as a superpower is under threat – and that threatens our very way of life.
As the post-World War II international system is strained – will the US be able to maintain its
position? Is isolationism what the majority in the US really want? Are we truly willing to cede S&T
leadership, as we have been doing for twenty years? Will we choose to help lead the very real fight
to address climate change, or will we continue our role as a major contributor to the problem?
There are always wicked problems. Taking them on is part of what we have historically done.
Yet we need science and technology development, expansion, education, training, and skills – for the
economy, for the environmental challenges, for human security, and for national security. We need
vision. We need all of it – at scale.
The risk assessment indicates that we face wicked problems. The current administration is not
interested or willing to step up to confront them.
Is the rest of America? Our security depends on it.
The Proposal to Shift the Country helps us make the shift – to engage; at scale.
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2. The People
ACTION
In the lead-up to the 2016 presidential election, there was an increase in tension. The Republican
party stirred the politics of resentment, and then-candidate Mr. Trump easily and skillfully amplified
fear to his own ends. There were incidents of violence at several of his rallies. There was something
more; a sense of menace. There were warnings by some that there could be widespread civil unrest
after the 2016 election – on either side.
Something else happened instead – after the initial post-election shock waves spread through the
country.
Action.
Action is what happened. People opposed to this administration dug in. On the day after the Trump
Inauguration, the largest-ever nationwide marches occurred – with worldwide support. Protests of
administration and Republican action followed and have continued. Lawyers were mobilized; courts
and state attorneys general upheld the law, pushed back on the administration, and held the line.
These early actions often matured into deeper work. Constituents used their voices, at scale, to
influence a Republican Congress – with some effectiveness. Organizations grew, communities were
created, relationships were built, and people who had never considered running for office decided to
– at every level of government. All of those relationships and communities were built on a renewed
commitment to civic engagement by many on the left; often anchored in work that others had
already been fighting for for years. All of this action drove a Democratic party win of the US House
majority in the “Blue Wave” of the 2018 mid-term election – and wins in many other races
nationwide at every level.
The US House majority win will help Democrats hold the line in the US government; protecting
institutions, upholding the law, and providing checks and balances to the fullest extent possible.
People have held the line, fought for justice, spoken up, put forward with new ideas, walked the
streets, worked the phones, worked behind the scenes, and worked together. They have donated
generous and sizable amounts of money. They have downloaded and followed Indivisible guides and
countless other calls to action. They have shared phone numbers and apps and resources and news.
They have learned media literacy and built resilience.
Together. People did this stuff together.
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We know that many are tired. We know that not everyone is in a position to fight. Yet many are –
and are looking for what to do next.
People want stability. Research indicates that the current political situation is impacting people’s
mental health. People want the security that the United States Government has tended to provide;
although not always for everyone. People want to see justice, equality, equity, and security for all.
People are unhappy with the chaos and direction of the current administration, unsettled by its
instability, and afraid for the future of the country.
Americans want a vibrant and resilient economy. They want to take care of their families, their
people, their organizations, and their businesses. They want communities where they feel at home.
They want to make a living – where they live. They want health security. They want to be able to
retire in comfort, and they want that for their parents. They want their kids to be able to go to school
and not get shot. They want their kids to learn and grow and evolve. They want a rigorous
educational system that keeps the US competitive in the world.
People want a regulated food supply and clean water. They want to be able to breathe – without air
pollution. They want infrastructure that isn’t falling apart. They want decent roads and a reasonable
commute. They want serious change when it comes to addressing climate change.
People also want to take on the wicked problems that are difficult or impossible to solve. They want
cutting-edge medicine and science. They want to see entrepreneurialism. They want to grow small
businesses and foster startup companies that bring innovation and problem-solving. Americans are –
and have always – worked on solving huge problems. We pride ourselves on it. People want to keep
doing that, and excelling. They want to find and create and grow solutions to the incredible
challenges we face in the world today.
The Proposal to Shift the Country fuses all of that – people taking action, people working together,
people looking for ways to do good in the world, people taking care of their lives and families and
communities, people making the best better. This proposal takes all of that and incorporates it into a
set of strategies for shifting the country.
It builds on where we’ve been, what we’ve done, and what we’re capable of. And takes it to the next
level.
Other sections (Sections 1-13) get into how we can anchor in the work that has already been done.
For example, by creating tipping points…. how they work, and how we build them. There is analysis
on other options for persuasion and impact based on additional research.
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ANCHOR & FLANK
In wildland firefighting, a key strategy is to “anchor and flank.” You don’t rush headlong into a raging
headfire. You find a safe spot – an anchor. You work from that anchor up the sides, or flanks, of the
fire. If all goes as planned, you can come at the headfire from the sides or from behind once you’ve
made more progress fighting the fire.
In this case, the Democratic side has a tremendous opportunity. There is an engaged citizenry of
activists, primed and fired-up from the 2018 mid-terms. People remain motivated to make a
difference… and they are absolutely yearning for new ideas. They want to work on solving the
problems facing our democracy. And in the places where volunteers, organizations, advocacy efforts,
and political campaigns put in tremendous effort yet still didn’t win in 2018 – fresh tools and ideas
can help turn the tide.
We can anchor in the work that has been done to date – and move out from there.
This proposal builds on the “blue wave” of 2018. We build on, expand, and strengthen existing
relationships, organizations, and communities – and amplify the work they do. We create new
partnerships and synergies on the Democratic side, between all kinds of organizations… alliances,
groups of activists, ad-hoc teams, coalitions, nonprofits, advocacy campaigns, political campaigns,
businesses, and even corporations. We coordinate messaging where possible, in deference to
campaign law. We turn the #BlueWave into a tsunami; a flood. A shift. We continue the movement.
It happens with people, with connections, and with community.
And with science, creativity, analysis, and innovation.
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3. Analysis Overview: Potential for Shift
Some of the analysis is tricky and uncomfortable – specifically on the subjects of bias. As in the
country itself, there are complex things going on, some of which may be counterintuitive, and/or
conflict with each other. It’s messy – as is humanity.
There is opportunity for the 2020 election to reach or engage voters who are moderate, centrist,
independent, third-party, inactive, disengaged, or declared ex-Republican voters. There may be
opportunities to reach, engage, or influence some additional voters who tend to lean right or who
tend to vote conservatively. Likely not all. We have seen since the 2016 election that there is
persistent support for the current administration from those people commonly referred to as Mr.
Trump’s “base.” They do not appear to be swayed by much, and they are not the focus of this
proposal.
Those who tend to vote conservatively yet are uncomfortable with the direction of this country under
the current administration, who regret their votes in 2016 or 2018, or who keep their misgivings to
themselves, etc. may be persuadable, reachable, and open to civic engagement. There are ideas here
for speaking to people in these categories.
Research gives us some insight on what works, what doesn’t work, how language matters, other
possible tools, and how values and moral arguments are very different in terms of persuasion than
logic, reasoning, and data. Some of the findings in the research may be able to help get inactive or
disenfranchised Americans engaged as well. Persuasion in the case above is different than
persuading inactive or disenchanted Americans to get engaged. This proposal addresses both.
Context is a powerful motivator as well, and is addressed in the next section on tipping points. The
opportunity to create tipping points is an incredibly powerful tool for reaching and engaging voters all
along the targeted spectrum.
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4. Tipping Points: Leveraging Social Networks To
Create Phenomena
THE BASICS OF TIPPING POINTS
One major key to this proposal is to create “tipping points,” like those described in Malcolm
Gladwell’s book The Tipping Point (2000). The book has a nice summary of sociological research –
bringing much of it together to explain how many kinds of phenomena can experience a tipping
point. For example, when a social media post “goes viral,” it has tipped. The word “viral” is relevant,
because tipping points happen in disease epidemics. That’s a basic principle in the book. It’s why we
say something has “gone viral” online – that thing has passed a tipping point where now suddenly the
thing is spread super widely; like a virus reaching community spread.
Some of the science in The Tipping Point book is based on Mark Granovetter’s 1973 article, “The
Strength of Weak Ties,” noted by Wikipedia to be “the most cited work in the social sciences.” There
is extensive additional research on this subject, referenced in The Tipping Point book and in this
document’s “References & Background” section.
A foundation of this entire proposal is that it is possible to facilitate tipping points. There are
demonstrated cases where deliberate and specific attention and action have created tipping points.
It is possible to create tipping points, viral ideas, fads, movements, and perhaps paradigm shifts –
with very specific, deliberate action.
In the case studies, when certain elements needed to create a tipping point stop happening – so does
the movement. Certain organizations that have successfully created tipping points such as fads that
then dissolved realized in hindsight that they changed at least one element that had been critical to
maintaining momentum – and so the dynamics shifted. This is all based on virus spread, which works
similarly. When something changes or shifts in one of the elements needed to create a tipping point,
the viral spread slows and diminishes.
There are a few basic principles to creating tipping points, and they all work together.
The strength of weak ties is a critical factor in creating tipping points. Strong ties, or rather social
connections, are those ties that people have with those closest to them – typically family, close
friends, and close colleagues. Strong ties are often long-lasting relationships, and there are fewer of
these in most people’s lives. There may be strong ties through organizational work as well.
Weak ties are those social connections people have that are more like acquaintances, networking
connections, friends that people may not know very well, and people that have met and have
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familiarity with through common activities such as school, work, interactions with clients or
customers, errands, volunteer work, sports or clubs, or family-related activities.
The key to this whole thing is that weak ties are the key to much that happens in the world, because
they involve crossing different worlds – or “bridging.” For example, in the same article cited above,
Granovetter noted that people tend to find jobs more often through their weak ties. The reason is
that we tend to know our strong connections very well – where people work, what they do, who they
know. There is a deep familiarity there – including familiarity with the social ties we are often already
deeply familiar with.
That’s not the case with our weak connections. People who we know from weak ties tend to be in
worlds – or social circles – that we may not be as familiar with. We are more likely to get other ideas,
leads, or connections from weak connections than we would from a strong connection. Ideas and
opportunities spread when they cross social circles, and that appears to happen more between weak
ties than strong ties.
Gladwell takes the science of the strength of weak connections to another level in The Tipping Point.
He notes “there are times when we need a convenient shortcut, a way to make a lot out of a little,
and that is what Tipping Points, in the end, are all about.” The book analyzes phenomena that reach
a tipping point, such as fads or things that we would now say “go viral.” Not surprisingly, Gladwell
finds clarity in epidemiology – which does in part study how actual diseases go viral. He notes that
“what must underlie successful epidemics… is a bedrock belief that change is possible, that people
can radically transform their behavior or beliefs in the face of the right kind of impetus.”
Gladwell’s book The Tipping Point details three major factors in tipping points, including detail on the
types of people who have the most influence on weak connections. Here is a summary of the main
factors that can cause a thing to tip:
1. The strength of weak connections, or the “Law of the Few” – is centered in three
types of rather unusual people. All of these types of people often cross worlds,
although Connectors may do it the most. The term “boundary spanners” is used by
others for people who talk and work with others in different networks. From Gladwell:
“Starting epidemics requires concentrating resources on a few key areas. The Law of
the Few states that Connectors, Mavens, and Salesmen are responsible for starting
word-of-mouth epidemics, which means that if you are interested in starting a wordof-mouth epidemic, your resources ought to be… concentrated on those three
groups.” A person can be more than one:
 Connectors: People who create and build connection just for the sake of it,
and who have more connections than the average person. They are
inherent, intuitive networkers. Connectors often purposely bring people
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together from different circles, therefore bridging worlds, simply because
of their drive to facilitate connection.
 Mavens: People who accumulate and share an exceptional amount of
knowledge on specific and varied things, just for the sake of it. They are
“information brokers, sharing and trading what they know.” Market
mavens are studied by economists and retailers because of their influence
on consumer behaviour. Gladwell says “the fact that Mavens want to help,
for no other reason than because they like to help, turns out to be an
awfully effective way of getting someone’s attention.” People listen to
mavens because of the knowledge they have, and their willingness to
educate and help.
 Salespeople (Gladwell uses “Salesmen”): A maven is not a persuader. A
salesperson has the “skills to persuade us when we are unconvinced of
what we are hearing.” A salesperson is a unique type of person with the
combination of conscious and subconscious skills and abilities geared for
persuasion. It is a range of things, from an ability to spread emotional
contagion to verbal and physical cues to charisma. Salespeople can draw
others in and create trust and rapport in significantly less time than the
average person. Salespeople are good public speakers as well, with the
ability to synchronize and harmonize well with their audiences.
2. The power of stickiness – Stickiness has to do with the persuasiveness of the message.
Gladwell notes that “in order to be capable of sparking epidemics, ideas have to be
memorable and move us to action.” Some messages resonate more than others, and
the reasons why can be subtle.
Research on effectiveness with subtle shifts in approach or action recommendations
tied to the message can help increase stickiness. Target audience and communication
mediums are also relevant. Stickiness is not about message content. It is about
“tinkering, on the margin, with the presentation of” ideas. “There is a simple way to
package information that, under the right circumstances, can make it irresistible. All
you have to do is find it.”
3. The power of context – “Epidemics are sensitive to the conditions and circumstances
of the times and places in which they occur.” Gladwell adds that “the lesson of the
Power of Context is that we are more than just sensitive to changes in context. We’re
exquisitely sensitive to them. And the kinds of contextual changes that are capable of
tipping an epidemic are very different than we might ordinarily suspect.” Related
research indicates that “there are certain times and places and conditions when
much… can be swept away, that there are instances where you can take normal

PROPOSAL to SHIFT THE COUNTRY

Written by Vanessa R. Burnett, Counterfear LLC. www.shiftthecountry.com. Adoption, distribution, & use with permission only.
Original Proposal © Copyright April 2019. Adapted for Public Release © Copyright October 2020. All rights reserved.
25

people from good schools and happy families and good neighborhoods and powerfully
affect their behavior merely by changing the immediate details of their situation.”
Another study suggests that “the convictions of your heart and the actual contents of
your thoughts are less important, in the end, in guiding your actions than the
immediate context of your behavior.” He adds later, “once you understand that
context matters, however, that specific and relatively small elements in the
environment can serve as Tipping Points… defeatism is turned upside down.
Environmental Tipping Points are things that we can change: we can fix broken
windows and clean up graffiti and change… signals that invite crime in the first place.”
The power of context also comes out in a Yale study referenced further in the “Values”
section below, where an imagined feeling of safety can impact voter attitudes, and an
increase in the perception of safety can in fact shift voters to the left. That context can
be influenced by a number of factors, and we are very susceptible to the often
subconscious power of context.
There is another aspect to the power of context: “the critical role that groups play in
social epidemics.” Further, “close-knit groups have the power to magnify the
epidemic potential of a message or idea.” Ideally, “we have to keep groups below the
150 [-person] Tipping Point. Above that point, there begin to be structural
impediments to the ability of the group to agree and act with one voice. If we want to,
say, develop schools in disadvantaged communities that can successfully counteract
the poisonous atmosphere of their surrounding neighborhoods, this tells us that we’re
probably better off building lots of little schools than one or two big ones. The Rule of
150 says that congregants of a rapidly expanding church, or the members of a social
club, or anyone in a group activity banking on the epidemic spread of shared ideals
needs to be particularly cognizant of the perils of bigness. Crossing the 150 line is a
small change that can make a big difference.”
Gladwell ties all of this together:
“Epidemics are, at their root, about this very process of transformation. When we are
trying to make an idea or attitude or product tip, we’re trying to change our audience
in some small yet critical respect: we’re trying to infect them, sweep them up in our
epidemic, convert them from hostility to acceptance. That can be done through the
influence of special kinds of people, people of extraordinary personal connection.
That’s the Law of the Few. It can be done by changing the content of communication,
by making a message so memorable that it sticks in someone’s mind and compels
them to action. That is the Stickiness Factor. I think that both of those laws make
intuitive sense. But we need to remember that small changes in context can be just as
important in tipping epidemics, even though that fact appears to violate some of our
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most deeply held assumptions about human nature…. The Power of Context is saying
that those Tipping Points may be… simple and trivial everyday signs.”
He adds later:
“How is it that all the weird, idiosyncratic things that really cool kids do end up in the
mainstream? This is where, I think, Connectors, Mavens, and Salesmen play their most
important role. In the chapter on the Law of the Few, I talked about how their special
social gifts can cause epidemics to tip. Here, though, it is possible to be much more
specific about what they do. They are the ones who make it possible for innovations
to overcome this problem of the chasm. They are translators: they take ideas and
information from a highly specialized world and translate them into a language the
rest of us can understand.”
Every single tipping point does not have to include all of these things all happening at once, yet it is
wise to pursue all of them when deliberately creating tipping points.
Sociology, rural sociology, understanding communities, and familiarity with the incredible power of
groups can help in several of the aspects required to create tipping points. Humans are inherently
social; the power, dynamics, and draw of connection are incredible. The Proposal to Shift the Country
has an array of tools for groups, gatherings, and communities for all of these reasons.
Also, most of the work in this proposal is a low-risk strategy for individuals for their own engagement
activities. High-risk engagement such as protests (not the focus here) tend to correspond to
connections who share strong social ties. Low-risk engagement happens more with weak social ties;
adding additional research support for the power of this civic engagement work to leverage the
power of weak ties as part of engagement and spreading viral ideas and action.
Other research indicates that people are more likely to adopt changes recommended by large
organizing, action, or mobilization efforts when a personal tie is also doing so – again underlining the
power of weak ties.
Most of the Proposal to Shift the Country is built around one or another of the elements needed to
create tipping points. The idea here is that we can create a very deliberate strategy to actually shift
this country. There are known and tested ways to do this, and there are new ideas that have not
been applied in this way. The rest of the document addresses the ways we can do this.
Thomas Kuhn’s classic book “The Structure of Scientific Revolutions” shows how paradigm shifts
occur in science. It is noted here, because it is another way of looking at tipping points:
understanding how paradigm shifts occur within the scientific community. There are parallels to how
tipping points occur, and it is more evidence that we know how shifts occur at scale.
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It does appear that the majority of the US population tends to support the ideals and principles
embraced by the left – yet getting that overwhelming majority out to vote and to get engaged in civil
society is a challenge. It is possible to do so; the science here offers a path to get there.
AMPLIFIERS
The three types of people who tend to be at the heart of tipping points in the “law of the few” could
also be called “amplifiers.” Some call them “boundary spanners.” In Gladwell’s work, they are
Connectors, Mavens, and Salespeople. The world has changed a bit since The Tipping Point book was
first published in 2000.
In this proposal, the term “amplifier” will be used to cover an array of mechanisms as described
below. The social science holds, however, as the strength of weak connections is a key to tipping
points. Amplifiers bridging worlds are still only one factor – tipping points also need context and
stickiness.
Amplifiers can be those individuals or organizations with influence via platforms for getting
information or trends out; for spreading them. We use the term “influencer” now to describe
personalities, media television channels, websites, high-profile individuals, news publications, etc.
As an aside, the more condensed right-leaning media channels are able to move and often tip specific
messages quickly – in part as there are less channels (mediums), the messages are similar between
mediums, there is a sharper partisan bias, and the audience is often hyper-focused on the more
limited number of channels or mediums. Mainstream or left-leaning media sources are more diverse,
creating a bigger challenge for messaging and tipping points. However, the factors that make things
tip remain.
Use of the term “amplifier” here can help with the some of the tools and actions to generally cover
individuals or organizations that can make things tip. In the social media world, which has evolved
since Gladwell’s book was written – we see different aspects of this.
Obviously, everyday individuals are amplifiers at the most fundamental level. Things would not “go
viral” without the volume of individuals who are a part of it. Amplifiers often specifically ask
everyday individuals to “make something go viral” – and it does work, most often when many or all of
the tipping point factors are present.
Individuals or organizations with huge followings (influencers) are another amplifier, and play a role
more like the Connectors, Mavens, and Salespeople that Gladwell references – bridges between
worlds. The strength of weak connections.

PROPOSAL to SHIFT THE COUNTRY

Written by Vanessa R. Burnett, Counterfear LLC. www.shiftthecountry.com. Adoption, distribution, & use with permission only.
Original Proposal © Copyright April 2019. Adapted for Public Release © Copyright October 2020. All rights reserved.
28

Memes can serve as amplifiers themselves; as trends in messaging. For example, “Barbeque Becky”
memes went viral after a white woman called police about people of color barbecuing in the
barbecue area of a public park. Meme variations showed a cut-out of the original picture of the
woman making the cell phone call, inserted into various photos with people of color doing normal
and often highly successful activities. The insinuation is that fragile white people will call the police
when they feel threatened about other people doing anything “while black.” As an example, one of
these memes showed the woman from the park with the cell phone just outside an Oval Office
window looking in at former President Obama, per the meme… calling in a man who was
“presidenting while black.” Memes are not clearly amplifiers or context or stickiness; rather they are
a fusion of the three.
Hashtags can amplify as well, as can “trending” topics – such as on Twitter. Trending topics and/or
social media newsfeeds are often a combination of hashtags, algorithms, and the level of interaction
on the post.
With that in mind – the social media platforms can themselves be amplifiers. As can advertising
money.
The Russian attack on the 2016 election was conducted in part with large, well-funded ad buys and
“boosted” posts – which brought massive amplification on social media. A little bit of money goes a
long way, and when you refine it with research into effectiveness (stickiness) – it goes further. The
Russians did. They had specific goals as well – to cause divisiveness, to disempower individuals, to
cause chaos, to sow discontent, and in some cases to drive people to real-world events for action or
visibility. We will never fully understand the impacts – but we have some sense of the reach. And we
know that it happened over an extended period.
Any organization, team, individual, partner, advocacy campaign, business, or similar organization can
amplify and target influence via boosted posts or ad buys on social media, such as through a
Facebook Page (not through personal FB pages).
There are many mechanisms that amplify, and of course things can move very fast. The sub-section
example further down this section breaks down how the @DevinCow viral Twitter phenomenon
occurred in terms of the tipping points. Other sections of this proposal address more opportunities
for influence and persuasion.
MASS IGNITION
There is a concept in physics where an entire lake can be at 32 degrees Fahrenheit, and yet not be
frozen. When one single crystal freezes – the whole lake suddenly freezes. There is a similar
phenomenon in wildfire behavior called mass ignition. An enormous area such as a meadow or
mountainside may be surrounded by fire and yet not be on fire. When the area does catch fire – the
fire doesn’t move. Rather, there is a mass ignition – when the entire area catches fire all at once.
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The mass ignition of a movement may be a high goal to strive for – yet it is a goal that is reachable.
The creation of tipping points is not. The science is real. The mechanisms are affordable and
achievable. Intention, coordination, and a certain amount of faith in the organic nature of the
phenomena are required. It can absolutely be done.
SHIFTING THE COUNTRY… IN THE COUNTRY
Creating a tipping point in a rural area or small town would work differently than in a micro-city, and
very differently than in a heavily populated area. There may be more research on this. However,
there’s already quite a bit available to work with.
It is not very difficult to raise a fuss in a small town, in part because of the dynamics explained above.
If you raise a fuss over an extended period, and you get people from different “worlds” involved…
you have a very real chance for shifts. This is the strength of weak ties identified by Granovetter, and
highlighted by Gladwell as outlined in the sections above. People in small towns notice change, talk
about it among themselves, process skepticism, consider potential, and make decisions about
whether or not to support whatever it is through conversation. It is a different dynamic than in a
more heavily populated area because the ties – even the weak ties – are more interwoven. There are
deeper connections, deeper investments, and oftentimes deeper pressures. Shifting these cannot be
done with postcards and a few phone calls. Research indicates that shifts can happen with
conversation. Community work proposed here is designed to create a fuss – along with conversation
– in small communities and rural areas over an extended period to help make shifts happen.
A progressive Political Action Committee (PAC) called the Reason To Believe PAC recently released a
closing report. They highlighted their success with relational organizing, with some
recommendations for working in rural areas and through personal networks and community. This
Proposal to Shift the Country uses similar concepts, with deeper and more widespread application
proposed. The findings from the Reason To Believe PAC are helpful for this work as well.
CASE STUDY: DEVIN NUNES’ COW
It is ridiculous that this is even a story to tell, much less in a political proposal, but here we are. This
section is a breakdown of how the @DevinCow Twitter account hit a tipping point and went viral in
mid-March 2019. This is the world we are in, and it is helpful to be aware of it. Understanding social
media, memes, trends, hashtags, and how things go viral is key to making this whole proposal work.
This recent occurrence is a perfect illustration.
This particular viral phenomenon happened when the Devin Nunes’ Cow Twitter account went from
about 7,500 followers March 18, 2019 to over 404,000 followers the morning of March 20, and
increased to 633,000 by March 25. Here’s how:
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Context / Back-Story: Devin Nunes, US House Representative (R-CA), was the
Republican party chair of the US House Intelligence Committee when the current
president came into office. Mr. Nunes took a number of actions to undermine the US
Intelligence Committee (IC) and investigations into Russian election interference. He
also leaked information, passed inappropriate information, and created a misleading
and inaccurate report in reference to investigations and classified information. In the
third case, he apparently did not even read the classified source information he
claimed to base the bogus, misleading report on. Mr. Nunes has continued to
demonstrate extreme allegiance to the US president, and to undermine/erode the
institutions of law enforcement and of the IC.



Context / New Developments: News came out in March 2018 that Mr. Nunes filed a
lawsuit against two Twitter accounts that are spoofs, or parody accounts, in relation to
him. One is referenced in the suit as “Devin Nunes’ Mom,” and one is referenced as
“Devin Nunes’ Cow.” This last element is as much context as it is “stickiness.” The
Devin Nunes’ Mom Twitter account was apparently de-activated, but the Devin Nunes’
Cow one is active. And it’s spectacular.



Stickiness + Context: Part of the stickiness for this sensation is the incredible irony of
the whole thing. That grows from the context of watching an individual, Mr. Nunes, go
to such great lengths to support a president who makes fun of absolutely everyone on
Twitter, except for brutal dictators. That Mr. Nunes does not catch the irony in his
own lawsuit over being made fun of on Twitter is part of the phenomenon here.



Stickiness: The Devin Nunes’ Cow Twitter account, @DevinCow, is hilarious, snarky,
punchy, cutting, well-curated, slightly rude, and cute. It is well assembled and
produced, with memes well-suited to viral-level action themselves. Retweets resonate
with the audience, and are newsy or align with the body of meme work. The
@DevinCow account has all of the elements of any single meme – yet in a Twitter
account – not just a single Tweet. This is an account with stickiness, in spades.



Amplifiers: The @DevinCow viral sensation had a huge array of amplifiers. First, news
reports reported the absurdity of the lawsuit – which was a story that got widespread
national coverage due to all of the above. One or several Connectors on Twitter,
including the Executive Producer of The Ellen Show, got engaged in spreading
information and pushing to get new followers fast – specifically to annoy Mr. Nunes,
and so that the parody account would have more followers than the Congressman.
Once widespread news coverage occurred, comedians on television and online spread
the phenomenon further. The story of the viral action then became a story. And of
course – everyday PEOPLE amplified the message on various social media channels and
by word of mouth. All of this has brought real-world consequences. A corresponding
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fundraiser for the non-profit Heifer International received double matches on
donations during the phenomenon. There are unverified reports that people who see
Mr. Nunes in public are moo-ing at him. A local Republican party event scheduled for
the next weekend was cancelled. Individuals have mailed cow-related items to Mr.
Nunes’ congressional office, and rented cow costumes to visit his office or to protest at
it.
The phenomena above happened in a period of less than seven days.
It is an excellent example of a somewhat orchestrated tipping point – in that certain Connectors,
Salespeople, and other Amplifiers were ready to jump in and push something when the opportunity
presented itself.
There is something else invaluable here, and it is spectacle. This kind of absolute absurdity draws
media attention, creates spectacle, and competes with the kind of attention the current president is
skilled at drawing. More on that in Section 10 – Raising A Ruckus: Amplifying, Spectacle, & Driving
The Agenda
Some Democrats, the “resistance,” and others have accomplished similar spectacles before, such as
when a conservative-leaning pundit suggested the conspiracy that liberal types were fixing to conduct
(an imaginary) civil war on a recent Fourth of July. The response led to a dramatic, entertaining, light,
and incredibly creative onslaught of #SecondCivilWarLetters trending on social media. These kinds of
responses counter fear – with light, humor, and the human spirit. It is difficult to counter that back
except with anger and frustration, and a complete lack of humour.
The @DevinCow case study is a highlight in creative problem-solving en masse and organically, in
addition to being a spectacle and a viral sensation. It is yet more evidence that we can do amazing
things in ad-hoc ways and at scale. Tapping into that is part of the goal of this proposal.
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5. E Pluribus Unum: Community & Humanity
COMMUNITY, CITIZENSHIP, & THE SACRED
E pluribus unum, Latin for “out of many, one,” is an unofficial motto of the US, dating back to 1776. It
is inscribed on all US coins. It is rooted in the bringing together of colonies to become states within a
greater whole.
There is a mythology of rugged individualism in the US – but the truth is that we’re all in this
together. We are social beings; we evolved together. Indeed, social isolation is not helpful, and can
lead to resentment. A sense of belonging is important; it is something most people need in some
way. E pluribus unum is also a force in the American psyche. It is part of our US origin story.
There is a balance when it comes to civic commitment to a greater whole. When overemphasized, it
can lead to dangerous nationalism.
Yet in moderation a sense that we are all part of a greater entity can bring civic well-being and high
social capital. There is value and a sacredness to the social contract of the United States. It is an
entity many have fought and died for. There has been much sacrifice to get to where we are. Many
if not all of those holding the line during this administration in the federal government, in the US
Intelligence Community, in the justice system, in federal law enforcement, and in the US military are
doing so because of a reverence for this country; because of what many see as a sacred oath. There
is power in the sacred, and in the country itself as an entity worth the commitment. Worth taking an
oath to protect. Worth a sense of duty. A sense of citizenship.
This country is an entity that needs attention and tending. This message is important. The idea of
citizenship is about commitment to the greater whole; to the country. A country that needs
attention.
We are in a moment where we need that. We need individual citizenship. We also need community
citizenship. We need commitment. We need investment. We need engagement. We need us.
We can foster a shared sense of community through the work in this Proposal to Shift the Country. In
fact, community is the heart of this whole thing. Of our shared humanity. Our work together. As a
team. In groups, in informal gatherings, in the places we live, in the organizations we are in, in our
neighborhoods, in our families, in our businesses, and in all kinds of communities. As has already
been noted, being a part of any action – no matter how small – to shift the country can itself create a
sense of belonging, and can foster group dynamics.
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Conservative columnist David Brooks has taken on an intriguing initiative at The Aspen Institute called
“Weave,” working on these very issues. From the website:
“Social fragmentation is the core challenge of our day. We long to be together,
but we are apart. We are isolated by distrust, polarization, trauma and
incivility… The question for each of us is: What can I do today and tomorrow to
replace loneliness, division and distrust with relationship, community and
purpose?
“…We seek to learn from those who are weaving communities everywhere,
establishing connection, building relationships, offering care and creating
intimacy and trust. We want to spread the values they live out every day. We
want to be part of a cultural revolution… that puts our connections with one
another at the center of our lives.”

Our shared humanity is a force for action, for respect, for civility, for connection, for teamwork, for
community, and for work to shift our country. Everything in this proposal is anchored there, and
builds on that.
To borrow words from Michonne in the TV show The Walking Dead, “That’s how we get it done.”
THE POWER OF COMMUNITIES, GROUPS, & GATHERINGS
Community work, group work, and informal gatherings are all ways we can create and facilitate
tipping points at every level – locally, state-wide, and nationally. Towns, metro areas,
neighborhoods, rural regions, counties, online groups, Democratic side organizations at any level,
partner organizations at any level, and any other community can use the entire array of community
activity tools to reach wider audiences, to engage inactive voters, to engage all kinds of Americans on
issues that impact them locally, for community building, for education, to find common ground, for
resilience-building, to build trust, to build social capital, for policy exploration, for problem-solving, to
build common vision, to work toward common purposes, and to nurture people’s investment in the
community.
Community work as recommended in the tools (now online at www.shiftthecountry.com) can be
done in ways that are less partisan that may be more attractive to getting moderate, third-party,
independent, and right-leaning Americans engaged. Community work is also collaborative, requires
teamwork, builds trust, builds connection, and builds rapport – all of which help us shift the country.
Active community, group, or gathering work (versus lectures or entertainment events) where
people actively engage with each other during events help to facilitate tipping points. Synergy can
come about in part when people from different sectors, background, training, and experience work
together in some way. This is where the strength of weak ties comes in. People bring ideas,
connections, and synergies from their own worlds – where they mix with other individuals also
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bringing ideas, connections, and synergies. When those people are also Connectors, Salespeople, and
Mavens – and some will be – there is additional amplification.
This synergy is more likely to occur when community or group activities are about leadership or
causes, and/or are working toward some other purpose or vision. Those kinds of events attract
Connectors, Salespeople, and Mavens in addition to all of the others in communities who make the
world move and evolve. Further, community activities can be specifically designed to invite and
include Connectors, Salespeople, and Mavens to help anchor and tip the power of these connections.
Many of the community-related Toolbox items do all of these things (tools are now at
www.shiftthecountry.com).
GROUP SIZE & LOCATION
Gladwell notes in The Tipping Point the criticality of small group dynamics, highlighting the
effectiveness of in-person groups under 150 as being different than that of groups over that number.
It is worth considering. Gladwell’s work was written in 2000, well before research was done heavily
on online groups, and we may not have enough information to understand how group dynamics and
size works for online groups. We do know that reach and effectiveness for online groups can vary,
depending on group activity, participation level, how many members are Amplifiers, group size,
moderation, membership composition, and so on.
It is helpful to note that community dynamics work differently depending on where you are –
whether a rural area, small town, exurban area, smaller city, micro-city, suburban area, or a major
metropolitan area.


Rural Community Work – There are specific dynamics at work in rural areas and
smaller towns; it is helpful for activists, organizations, and volunteers to gain
familiarity with those. Information may be disseminated differently in rural areas,
including through local media and more traditional media channels. At a community
event in a more rural area, people are likely to have existing – and sometimes deep
and complex – social ties. There may be existing levels of trust, or occasionally deeper
fractures. There is the potential for more existing and available social capital than
might exist in a group of total strangers more likely to meet up in an urban area.
Existing social ties can increase commitment, accountability, and long-term action.



Urban Community Work – A community event in a more urban area is more likely to
be advertised differently. Urban and suburban communities tend toward a wider
array of information dissemination mechanisms that may be more app- or technologyfocused. Attendees at urban or suburban community events may not know each
other, although there may be some existing relationships tied to activism,
organizations, networks, or geography. People’s social ties are often less rigid and
bring less pre-established social capital to community group work. The ability to blend
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in and be unnoticed in the city is a dynamic that plays into social interactions, and
allows disengagement to a certain extent. Thus community work in a metro area is
likely to have a very different dynamic.
COMMUNITY BUILDING & ORGANIZING
Writer, coach, and entrepreneur Pam Slim notes that “many of us spend time in our neighborhoods,
businesses, social and spiritual places working to bring awesome people together. Who doesn’t want
a bustling downtown, a packed event, or a thriving online forum? We call this ‘community building’”
(2018). She adds, “Community is the earth, water, air and sunshine for our sense of belonging and
purpose. It is the ecosystem – the set of people, places, structures, organizations, resources, and
behaviors – that allow us to feel like we are seen, heard, understood, and valued, and where we find
the tools to reach our goals.”
There are many engagement tools (now online at www.shiftthecountry.com) that are about
community building and/or community organizing. In any community work, it is essential to first
identify related work that is already underway, and to leverage any existing initiatives, organizations,
and boundary spanners. Starting something new takes a lot longer – and it can take away from
incredibly valuable work already underway. Figuring out what’s already working and how to legally
and effectively work with partners and efforts can be a huge amplifier. The section on “Partnership,
Collaboration, & Leverage” after this one has more.
COMMUNITY RESILIENCE & SECURITY
Resilience is about the ability of a thing to bounce back from some stress or impact. We will need
increasingly resilient organizations and communities to deal with the challenges in our future, such as
climate change, increasing disaster frequency and severity, and food, water, and energy security.
Some of the work in the Proposal to Shift the Country is community and/or organization work that
can help communities build resilience in the long term, through action, vision, and collaboration in
the short term. All of this is designed to help get Americans engaged at the local level, and to care
about elections, institutions, people, and communities at the local level.
Community resilience is related to disaster resilience, to economic resilience, and to infrastructure
resilience. Organizations and businesses can build resilience as well, and some of the work in this
proposal can help foster that work as well. This is especially relevant politically for activist
organizations and initiatives.
We can build information resilience in communities as well, especially when we work in online or inperson groups to learn and spread media literacy to fight propaganda and disinformation.
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Our country and our communities are stronger and more secure when they are more resilient. We
can’t put guns, guards, and gates around this entire country, its cities, its towns, or its infrastructure.
Bad stuff is going to happen. When we are resilient, we are better prepared to deal with it – and to
recover from it.
PLACEMAKING, SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE, & COMPLEX ADAPTIVE COALITIONS
There is a very noticeable thing happening in America – since the 1970s or so. It’s a shift away in
focus from rural America. It isn’t just small towns. It’s mid-size cities, rural cities, micro-cities, and
big towns. It’s a whole lot of America, actually. The big populations in the major metropolitan areas
get a lot of attention – but a whole lot of Americans live everywhere else. Both the Senate and the
Electoral College are specifically built to represent these areas. As such, these areas are a major focus
of this proposal – although this work can be used to shift the country everywhere.
The shift since the 1970s isn’t just in attention. It’s in investment, in opportunity, in jobs, in
businesses, in people, and so on. It’s noticeable from Virginia to Louisiana to Colorado to Arizona to
Idaho. It’s even reflected in our mainstream TV shows, and in our media coverage.
There is so much opportunity in non-urban areas – and we as a country have not been paying
attention to it. There is a whole section on “Resentment” in this proposal, and a body of research to
go along with it. The feeling of resentment is real. The Republican party has seized on that
resentment, mixed it up with some bias and fear, amplified it, and with that have repeatedly won
elections in rural areas.
They’re not actually doing anything to change the situation. They’re just using the rural situation to
hold onto the power they have left.
The Democratic side could actually do something in rural America. We could shift the country.
What does that look like for the rural US? It’s not as simple as breaking up big agricultural
monopolies and getting rural broadband – the go-to ideas.
It’s about seriously investing in rural America as part of our vision for where we want this country to
be, and as part of the solution and solution-finding for how we become the world’s innovator again.
How we compete and lead the world economy. How we address risk and build resilience. How we
re-think agriculture, away from the commodification of the 1970s and toward security and
sustainability. The tools in this proposal are in part about getting people in rural areas engaged in
building those visions – and in building realistic ways to get there. It isn’t just about small towns,
farms, and ranches. It’s also about rural cities and micro-cities.
There are three key community ideas that are useful in considering how we can shift rural America –
for real. Some of the community work in this proposal is built with these concepts in mind.
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Communities creating visions for where they want to be and roadmaps to get there create
legislative and funding priorities that they can advocate for in elections. This creates local
engagement, tied to agendas and action work for politicians at every level.
One key community concept is called “placemaking.” An Iowa consulting company advertises
“creative placemaking” as:
“A people-centered approach to building strong, vibrant communities. It helps
communities achieve economic and population growth through cultural and
entrepreneurial amenities, concepts, and catalytic projects…. Once a community
is thriving and has the amenities that can attract and retain top talent,
businesses relocate and/or expand, growing the local economy and enhancing
quality of life” (McClure, 2019).

There are some existing investment mechanisms for rural communities, some public private
partnerships doing this work, some innovation and entrepreneurial programs, some incubators, and
some consultants – such as McClure Placemaking, above. In addition, the 2017 tax law actually
created some incentives for this kind of investment – however, it does not necessarily bring
communities together with investors. These development incentives have the potential to be a
helpful part of the tax law for communities, but if the investments alienate community members
from investors and from their own visions for the community – then this 2017 tax law provision is not
addressing the resentment people feel in rural and exurban areas. The Democratic side can do
better.
Another relevant community concept is that of “social infrastructure.” It is not a new term, but has
been given “a new and useful definition” by Eric Klinenberg as “‘the physical conditions that
determine whether social capital develops,’ whether, that is, human connection and relationships are
fostered… He presents examples intended to prove that social infrastructure represents the key to
safety and prosperity in 21st-century urban America” (Buttigieg, 2018). Arguably, social infrastructure
is needed as much in rural and exurban America, and seems implied in the “placemaking” term
above.
“Social infrastructure becomes less a thing to maximize than a lens that
communities and policymakers should apply to every routine decision about
physical investment: Do the features of this proposed school, park or sewer
system tend to help human beings form connections (Buttigieg, 2018)?”

When we intentionally create spaces to foster connection and community, we enhance our
resilience, increase our investment in connection, and create long-term synergy for more community
collaboration. We create the space for more shifting down the road.
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The third community concept is from Thomas Friedman (2018). Friedman has advocated for complex
adaptive coalitions:
“…Where business, labor, educators, philanthropists, social entrepreneurs, and
mayors are all working together to build more adaptive local citizens and
companies, and setting aside traditional party affiliations to do so. They are not
waiting for Washington or their state governments, but are acting in their own
local collective self-interest, nurturing adaptation from the bottom-up.”

This kind of thing is exactly what much of the action in the Proposal to Shift the Country is calling for –
and it can happen anywhere, at any level, in the country, in the city, or in a region. (TOOL)
The Democratic side can push for this kind of placemaking at scale, and strategically. Bringing rural
development, entrepreneurialism, innovation, problem-solving, and science and technology
development together in combination with ideas that some Democratic leaders are already working
on like the Green New Deal have tremendous potential. The ideas need to be realistic and
executable, however – and focused on more challenges than climate. For example, agriculture,
agricultural technology, sustainable agriculture, regional food systems, biotechnology, aquaponics,
forestry, or genetics. The World Food Prize is an example of an organization working on problemsolving at a worldwide level. There are principles and concepts at work there that could be applied in
the rural US through public private partnerships or other vehicles.
The deep resentment in rural areas stems in part from a perception of broken promises from both
political parties. People can spot vaporware and castles in the sky, and are not interested. There has
been a lot of big talk; not a lot of real change.
We can create realistic, achievable big vision for America – one community at a time, simultaneously,
and at scale. That creates shifts and tipping points. Real-world community work as outlined here can
help get voters engaged locally, and invested in what they want to see. This collaboration,
conversation, and action can inform political agendas and action.
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6. Partnership, Collaboration, & Leverage
Community is clearly the heart of the work here. Partnership, collaboration, and leverage help us do
more with that. We can collaborate and partner with individuals and with groups to leverage
everything that each individual and group brings to the table for greater impact and reach. We can
create alliances of individuals, groups, businesses, or any person or organization to build power and
to make progress toward common goals.
Partnership and collaboration, much like community, require ongoing investment, commitment, and
care and feeding. Relationships need work – all kinds of relationships. So there are principles of
partnership and collaboration.
There are also strategies involved with partnership. One major key to success employed by
successful initiatives is to leverage existing organizations, infrastructure, and investment. Creating
new organizations from scratch takes time. Any new organization has to work out expanding
membership, leadership, communication styles and methods, mission, goals, and so on. Established
organizations are (hopefully) already effective. Nascent organizations created since the 2016 election
have shown incredible effectiveness – from the local level to the national.
Partnerships are critical to saturation, amplification, effectiveness, progress, messaging, and reach.
Partnerships are also critical at every level. There is an idea in disaster management called “Whole
Communities.” The Whole Communities idea is to get lots of local business owners, infrastructure
owners and operators, non-profits, and government agencies to meet each other, to find some
common goals for disaster preparedness, and to get meaningful work done on those. When a
disaster happens, the “whole community” is then more ready for it – and every organization can do
more as part of the greater whole – in part because they can better collaborate and also leverage
each others’ strengths, since they’ve already been working together.
There are many already-established partnerships in the political and activists worlds, and new ones
have sprung up since the 2016 presidential election. Teaching organizations to partner and spreading
the value of partnership is an amplifier. Each organization has its own members and mission, and all
of the groups don’t need to agree on everything – but they can likely find common goals to work
toward.
As the ideas in the Proposal to Shift the Country take off – and as the political landscape evolves on its
own – there will be much organic and ad-hoc organizing. These initiatives are as critical to the work
of long established groups and partnerships. It is helpful to recognize that this will happen – and to
be open to such ad-hoc alliances as they unfold. In the lead-up to the 2018 mid-term election,
activists around Iowa concerned about Congressman Steve King’s outspoken nationalism mounted an
ad-hoc advocacy campaign of activists, citizens, and existing organizations to out businesses who
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donated to King. It didn’t shift the election to a win, but it created a spectacle and had an impact.
That work created connections that will lead to future collaboration.
There are many opportunities for collaboration and partnership. Sister District Project is a perfect
example of an organization about using partnership and leverage for effectiveness. There are existing
alliances in rural areas of groups that serve communities, groups that serve farmers, environmental
groups, and lobbyists. Youth groups organize in schools and colleges, and for larger community and
national action. There are advocacy groups, alliances, and efforts for nearly anything. There are
public private partnerships (PPP) for infrastructure, economic resilience, disaster resilience, and
infrastructure resilience. Unions have partnered with other unions to fight Republican party action to
dismantle public or other union activities in states around the country. Immigration action groups
frequently work together. Coalitions happen in metro areas and in regions. There are partnerships
of women’s groups, racial justice groups, and human rights’ groups. Alliances have formed between
groups for religious freedom, and for solidarity against hate and intolerance due to religious
persuasion. Certain types of political campaigns, political action committees (PACs), nonprofits, and
other advocacy efforts can partner for message coordination, community action, and amplification in
the political sphere, within the bounds of campaign finance and election laws.
Organizers and activists leveraging partnerships would be wise to recognize the stake and the deep
work that existing activists in existing organizations have and/or have invested already. For example,
it would not be helpful for a new initiative to come into a geographic area where deep poverty exists
and propose new solutions, actions, and organizations when much work is already underway to fight
poverty in this area – and for well-established reasons. Recognition of various kinds of privilege can
also be helpful (see Bias section and related tools).
Organizations can partner for specific, short-term purposes as well as longer missions. Groups may
decide to partner on a training series for making institutional change, or for action on an issue such as
healthcare. Friedman’s idea for fostering “complex adaptive coalitions” in communities, highlighted
in the section above, is another way to foster and build partnerships (2018).
Finally, in many communities, there are people who are active in many things. A volunteer base, if
you will. Many of those people are Connectors, Weavers, Boundary Spanners, or Amplifiers in other
ways. They are often the people who get stuff done in communities. If you ask them to do new work
and create new organizations – they may be maxed out. But if you leverage existing initiatives that
meet the mission and work that organizations are already doing – you’re more likely to get
engagement from these folks. This is the concept explained above about how to fight a wildfire: you
anchor and flank. Find the anchors, and work out from there.
Partnership is implied in many tools in the Toolbox (now at www.shiftthecountry.com), and there are
tools for how to intentionally create and foster partnerships and coalitions. Like community work,
partnership work is also an amplifying function, and is a priority in the Proposal to Shift the Country.
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7. The Power of Empathy, Connection, &
Conversation
Empathy in relationship to values and moral arguments is covered in the section on “Values.”
Empathy is also covered in a sub-section in the section on “Bias.”
Connection is a key to our humanity and our existence. Empathy is a key to how we make and build
connection, and it happens through conversation. Wikipedia defines empathy as “the capacity to
understand or feel what another person is experiencing from within their frame of reference, that is,
the capacity to place oneself in another's position.” Although there are exceptions, most people can
learn empathy and other skills for making and building connection.
CONTEMPT & CONVERSATION
Research – and observation – indicate that our culture is highly divided. Researchers have suggested
that this is tied to “motive attribution asymmetry,” which is an assumption people have that their
own ideology is rooted in love and benevolence, while those in opposition to them have ideology
rooted in hate and/or evil. Researchers in 2014 found that Democrats and Republicans in the US
have motive attribution symmetry at levels resembling that of Israelis and Palestinians in the Middle
East.
The trouble with this phenomenon is that it leads to contempt. Some organizations and at least one
hostile foreign adversary have dedicated significant resources to fanning the flames of this contempt
in the US – whether for increased ad revenue, or to sow chaos and division. Arthur Brooks (2019)
wrote in the New York Times that “contempt makes political compromise and progress impossible.”
Impossible gives us no room for shifting. Yet, Brooks also notes that “large majorities say privately
that they believe in the importance of compromise,” and “reject the absolutism of the extreme wings
of both parties.” Brooks suggests that “what we need is not to disagree less, but to disagree better.”
There is room for work in this area, in two specific ways. The first is in personal commitment, which
the Democratic side can ask of leaders, elected officials, those running for office, staff, and
volunteers. It is to make a commitment not to treat people with contempt. That commitment can go
further if people make a commitment to respond with good humor, warm-heartedness, or at the very
least – civility. It is a diffuser and a de-fuser, if only on one side. It is a skill, and it takes practice.
(TOOL)

The second opportunity for work in this area is to spread the work and skills for having civil
conversations. There is an opportunity to learn and practice with others on this – at home, in
organizations, in groups, and online. Shift the Country tools (now at www.shiftthecountry.com) get
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into more ideas on this work, and some basics. For example, a basic place to start is for people to
stop using derogatory names to reference other people with; a phenomenon that seems to have
increased since Mr. Trump came onto the scene with his run for president. Not doing so is an
intentional step away from contempt, and toward basic respect for other humans. It is a shift.
(TOOL)

EMPATHY, STORYTELLING, & PERSUASION
The power of empathy, persuasion, and conversation come up in several ways in the research.
Studies indicate that it is possible to reach out to right-leaning Americans in a way that is empathetic
and which also does not condone any existing bias. Studies have demonstrated success with this
approach in reference to both racial bias and transgender bias. Some of this work was conducted in
political work doing door-to-door canvassing. The power of individual’s stories was a key element in
building connection, and in showing measured reductions in bias at the time and for at least a few
months after interactions.
Researcher Brené Brown has studied courage, vulnerability, shame, and empathy in depth, and found
that vulnerability builds connection (2010). Shame does not. When people share their experiences
and their stories, they step into vulnerability. That helps to create connection, and others empathize
in response. It is all part of the power of storytelling, conversation, and connection.
Any engagement, organizing, and activism work designed to incorporate empathy, conversation, and
storytelling at scale would need more development, yet there is great promise. There is already a
significant body of knowledge on how to have civil conversations, and also on how to use storytelling
for activism and political work. Creating tools that could be used to facilitate such work at scale
would be worth the investment. For example: stories showing a day in the life of a family in Flint,
Michigan, with no safe tap water; stories showing a family in Puerto Rico going to school and work
after Hurricane Maria; stories showing projects “Dreamer” students are working on; stories from
neighbor or local refugees who came to the US in the 1970s – and what they are doing today. (TOOL)
Further, the power of all of these things together are relevant to addressing differences in values,
referenced in the next section. The same principles are also applicable to messaging and language.
IN-PARTY CONTEMPT
High levels of contempt in the US are not just between liberals and conservatives, Trump supporters
and Trump opposers, or Democrats and Republicans. There are high levels of contempt on the
Democratic side among some voters, particularly between voters supporting certain candidates, or
more liberal versus more moderate perspectives. Activist-shaming is a related phenomenon,
although there is much complexity in many areas given the diverse coalitions that make up the
Democratic side.
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One of the main reasons voters become disenchanted is because of the hostility involved in politics.
The Democratic side and its organizing efforts would be wise to recognize the in-party contempt, and
to take action to diffuse, defuse, and disarm it in helpful (not preachy) ways. Some of the civil
conversation tools throughout this proposal will help.
Research indicates that constituents are likely to follow the lead of their elected officials on policy
issues (Matthews, 2017); it would follow that supporters of presidential primary candidates would
follow the lead of those candidates on policy and perhaps other issues. Elected officials and
candidates for office at every level could talk about ideas and ways for supporters to disarm, diffuse,
and defuse contempt between political persuasions and even within same-side activist efforts.
Synergy, collaboration, and problem-solving by leaders and candidates to address division can be an
attractive feature that engenders support, whereas hostility contributes to voter disengagement and
disenchantment.
Connection, empathy, civility, vulnerability, listening, and storytelling are all effective tools for
countering contempt.
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8. Values & Framing
VALUES, WORLD VIEWS, & MORAL ARGUMENTS
Research indicates that conservative Americans tend to be more motivated or informed by fear.
There is a sort of genetic predisposition in some conservative-leaning people, where there is more of
a reaction to fear than in those people who tend to lean liberal. That fear tends to be of change, of
an evolving world, of threats to the status quo, of a lack of resources, and of those who are perceived
to be different or to represent change. This tendency aligns with the conservative demographic –
which is likely to be more white and to lean more heavily male, and to hold a perceived threat to the
status quo where white men hold most of the power. The research delves into reasons for this
tendency to be informed by fear of change and the perception of threats. There are some biological
predispositions for this world view as well among more conservative people, including a tendency
toward fear, and an aversion toward complexity and compromise.
Other research indicates that logic or reason, sometimes known as “Enlightenment reason,” are
differently perceived by people on the left and the right. Enlightenment reason is so named after its
evolution in the “Age of Enlightenment,” as philosophy, logic, science, and reason evolved into
something like their current forms. Left-leaning people tend to rely on science, logic, and data, and
get their news from an array of news sources that are neutral or not highly partisan. There is another
major challenge related to using logical arguments for persuasion – people tend to resist facts that
don’t align with their existing knowledge. This area represents an opportunity for further exploration
in terms of persuasion.
Right-leaning people tend to be more driven or inspired by their values, and to be less swayed by
data, reason, and logic. The research bears this out, indicating that when such individuals are
presented with logical information that contradicts their original position, there is a tendency to hold
to the original position more firmly. There are indications that this behavior may be rooted in
concerns for biological survival that could tie to social conformity.
These tendencies for some right-leaning voters speak to the right’s agenda as well. Protection from
perceived threats is critical – and so family, church, and firearms may be seen as protective elements.
Anecdotal observations on political social media posts and comments leading up to the 2018 election
speak to this. The Republican party pushed the idea that a dangerous migrant caravan was headed to
our southern border. Individuals on social media voluntarily amplified and spread the message,
adding their own personal fears about perceived threats to their families and to the status quo.
This behavior can be difficult to understand. Those on the Democratic side and left-leaning
individuals as a whole tend to have a typically more positive view of the world as an inherently safeish place. The world is understood in general by more left-leaning voters to be not directly
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threatening (it is possible that this varies by ethnicity although that was not noted in the reference).
There is a perception among those on the left that problems are not insurmountable, and that they
can be addressed. Those who tend to be left-leaning also tend to value, embrace, and celebrate
diversity and inclusiveness. These are entirely different values and world views than those who lean
right tend to embrace.
Why does all of this matter?
Because understanding these things can again help to reach and engage with Americans who may not
be staunch Democrats – those people in the middle; independents; disenchanted conservative
voters; and perhaps especially disengaged, inactive, or disenfranchised Americans.
There are opportunities here, some of which also address empathy (see the section on empathy
above). These are not in any priority order, and are numbered for reference only:
1. We can learn to make moral arguments rather than logical ones; there is research that
can help. (TOOL)
2. We can learn to make arguments grounded in the moral values of the target audience
– rather than what we tend to do, which is to argue based on our own moral values.
Moral arguments that appeal to the values of those you are appealing to on an
opposite side can be more effective than the moral arguments you might use for your
own position. This is part of “framing,” and is referenced in much research about
political language. (TOOL)
3. We can consider the emotional sell versus the rational sell, depending on the target
audience. This ties to marketing as well as how we talk about things. Democrats and
those who tend to lean left often rely on rational messages; those who lean right may
tend to rely upon emotional messages. (TOOL)
4. Those on the Democratic side can speak to issues that resonate with those who tend
to lean right. Security is a great example. It is possible to speak to security and related
action without amplifying fear, but rather with reassurance. We can talk about taking
action to address security and those things that may cause fear without making the
fear worse, while sending related emotional messages. There is much potential here if
the Democratic side could significantly increase its fluency on speaking with
reassurance about very those things that the Republican party uses to terrify its own
supporters. There is potency in dissolving, dismantling, and disarming the power of
fear. (TOOL)
5. A Yale study (Bargh, 2017) shows promise in work undertaken to turn conservativeleaning voters to the left. The power of imagination was used to help individuals feel
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physically safe – and as a result, Republican attitudes shifted to be similar or
equivalent to that of those on the Democratic side. This work may also have potential
for work on bias. It absolutely has relevance to political language. It also underlines
the power of context, spelled out in section four on tipping points. (TOOL)
6. Messages around safety and security are also relevant to left-leaning people, especially
when there are concerns around the stability of the federal government, direct threats
to their healthcare, etc. Per the research, Democratic voters tend to believe the world
is generally safe and as such tend to vote on the left. However, that’s a tendency.
They do sometimes feel threatened. It would stand to reason that the power of
imagination and safety would be effective for Democrat-leaning individuals as well.
Sensitivity to that is important for organizing and activism work and messaging. This is
a tricky balance. Messages with shiny visions of how things could be someday (i.e.,
healthcare) can be counterproductive when people are terrified (i.e., as the
administration is directly threatening the Affordable Care Act), and people need to
know what is happening now to help – not years from now. (TOOL)
7. In a piece called “Why Facts Don’t Change Our Minds,” Elizabeth Kolbert summarizes
particular research on facts versus values (2017). She notes, “Sloman and Fernbach
see in this result a little candle for a dark world. If we – or our friends or the pundits
on CNN – spent less time pontificating and more trying to work through the
implications of policy proposals, we’d realize how clueless we are and moderate our
views. This, they write, ‘may be the only form of thinking that will shatter the illusion
of explanatory depth and change people’s attitudes.’” (TOOL)
8. Storytelling can be used as a tool both to present a moral argument, and as a way to
connect with an audience and to generate empathy. This is a great tool to use in
navigating community conversations, where listening and perspective sharing are key.
(TOOL)

9. “There is enough.” A message of abundance rather than scarcity can be an important
counter to the fearmongering that those portrayed/perceived as threats will take
something that someone else “deserves.” The message that there is enough is about
abundance, versus lack. This is an emotional message rather than a rational one, and
another good example of the kind of assurance that can resonate with traditionally
conservative voters. This is a message that can have special relevance when it comes
to inherent bias. (TOOL)
10. Empathy is a tool related to this approach. Empathizing, listening, and connecting with
the values and morals of voters who tend to lean right can help to have productive
conversations and to influence shifts in perspective. (TOOL)
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Research can provide additional tools when it comes to how communities work and how ideas spread
within those communities. Rural sociology, urban sociology, the study of groups and group dynamics,
the study of communities, mass communication, marketing, and so on can all contribute deeper
perspective and additional tools to shift the country. Much of the damage the US is experiencing tied
to the Republican party is also tied to years of “culture wars.” We will be better able to make shift
happen in the midst of all of this with attention to values, world views, moral arguments, language,
and framing.
FRAMING
Framing is a tool mentioned in item #2 above. It is tied to how people think, which is tied to world
views – and not to enlightenment reason. In an interview, linguist George Lakoff notes:
“Democrats don’t know how people think…. Enlightenment reason says
everybody reasons the same way; that’s what makes them human.
Whereas if you have different world views, you’re going to reason
differently… If [people] have different worldviews, they’ll reason to
different conclusions” (Morrison, 2018).
Framing is based in a moral argument; a world view. Many of the key world views espoused on the
Democratic side are not often clearly communicated by leadership at every level. Explaining the
moral argument can help, as noted above, with persuading those who may have a different world
view. This can be a key to communicating with people in rural, exurban, and suburban areas. Of
note, there are two perspectives for framing moral arguments: 1) from your own side’s perspective,
as shown in the examples just below, and 2) framing moral arguments in the value / world view
paradigm of your intended audience.
(TOOL)

This is a partial list of examples to help with work, language, speeches, and conversation on
positive framing and world views:










There is enough; there is abundance – not a lack. Communicating this in rural areas where
resentment is present warrants additional consideration.
A sense of shared community / we’re all in this together; the sacredness of the cooperative.
A sense of duty and contribution as a member of the community / town / country (as opposed
to sacrifice, used in conservative framing against the Democratic side).
Anything about moral courage, explaining it, and explaining the related moral arguments; the
why.
It’s time to invest in America; messages around investment, places, community.
It’s time to invest in all Americans; investing in all individuals in all parts of America.
Valuing institutions – from local government to media to the US national security apparatus.
A focus on building an economy that works for you; for all.
Revenue, as “money needed for any institution to flourish (Lakoff, 2011).”
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Valuing infrastructure.
Valuing public resources for an array of reasons (vs. the push to privatize). Why we value
public resources; the value they bring to our commerce, economy, security, etc. “How private
success depends on public investment – in infrastructure, education, health, transportation,
research economic stability, protections of all sorts, and so on (Lakoff, 2011).”
Views on a “moral democracy; about how a robust public is necessary for private success,
about all that the public gives us, about the benefits of health, about a Market for All not a
Greed Market [sic], about regulation as protection, about revenue and investment, about
corporations that keep wages low when profits are high, about how most of the rich earn a lot
of their money without making anything or serving anyone, about how corporations govern
your life for their profit not yours, about real food, about corporate and military waste, about
the moral and social role of unions, about how global warming causes the increasingly
monstrous effects of weather disasters, about how to save and preserve nature (Lakoff,
2011).”
How federal budget cuts undermine the security of voters and our nation. Frame the message
in values, safety, and security – not facts and figures.
Security, what it means, and how we define it. This is a key value and moral argument for
right-moderate to right-leaning people, and possibly for moderates.
Safety, what it means, and how we define it. How the Democratic side seeks to provide it.
Reassurance, imagining voter safety and security, and imagining policies that create safety and
security fit the tools noted above.
Resilience, what it means, etc.
A common, shared sense of truth, and the value of it. This is not the same as Enlightenment
reason, as mentioned in the Values section. This is about truth itself versus lies, propaganda,
and misrepresentation. The goal here is to speak for the moral world view that values truth.
“Media literacy” is a related to how we discern truth, but is more of a skill that we can work on
together than a value (teaching and building media literacy are tools that are part of this
proposal).
Pluralism as a democratic value.
The rule of law, standing up for it, why it is important (moral argument), the law as part of the
social contract.
Why ethics matter.
How corruption hurts you – Americans.
How politicians mired in corruption and legal trouble takes away from helping you, the
taxpayers. For example, how is the Republican party helping the economy serve you, when
they are busy defending a corrupt president?
Stories of actions individuals, activists, and elected or organizational leaders have taken to
help their local or state economy, to build infrastructure, foster engagement, advocate for
investment, etc.
Taking the opportunity to frame state and local needs, successes, and vision by getting and
amplifying stories from the state and local level – from mayors, county boards of supervisors,
etc.

Lakoff advises, “Progressives have magnificent stories of their own to tell. They need to be telling
them nonstop (2011).”
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Framing is more than a tool. It’s an overall communication strategy, and one that the Democratic
organizing and activist efforts could gain much from using. There are opportunities to understand it
better, and to do training and education to help people and organizations do it better.
FRAMING & FALSE CHOICES
Republicans and conservative media are extremely skilled at presenting false choices. This is a trap,
but awareness of it can help to navigate it and not fall in.
Example 1: The false choice of an open southern border versus a southern border wall. Homeland
security is more complex, yet this is an easy trap where Democrats tend to list all of the complexities
of border security, per Enlightenment reason and logic. Speaking to the moral arguments on
immigration and border security speak to values and world views – and are more persuasive than
facts.
Example 2: “Are you a capitalist?” This question is a false choice, as it asks for a yes or no answer –
and again there is room for nuance. It is easy to fall into an academic discussion about the nature of
capitalism. Yet this is another opportunity to speak to values, and to use moral arguments to frame
an answer.
A tool for activist efforts and messaging would be to practice scenarios on complex hot-button issues
such as these, to be ready for Republican framing, and to respond with answers that are moral
arguments anchored in either your own or the audience’s world views. Politicians skilled at framing
are already driving the narrative on certain issues; we can scale this up. (TOOL)
STAKE
In the book The Primes: How Any Group Can Solve Any Problem (2012), Chris McGoff makes the case
that “humans don’t change very easily unless something we cherish is at stake. For the STAKE [sic] to
be powerful enough to shatter the status quo, we have to believe that to remain in our current state
is more dangerous than to embark on a risky journey that leads to an unknown future. As powerful
as it may be, vision alone isn’t enough.”
He continues, “before any change or transformation can occur, people must be convinced. The
STAKE must therefore operate on organizational, community, and personal levels.” McGoff says the
stake:
“…Reminds us to make a comprehensive ‘case for change’ by appealing to the following:
o
o

Analytical people who listen with their brains.
Emotional people who listen with their hearts.

PROPOSAL to SHIFT THE COUNTRY

Written by Vanessa R. Burnett, Counterfear LLC. www.shiftthecountry.com. Adoption, distribution, & use with permission only.
Original Proposal © Copyright April 2019. Adapted for Public Release © Copyright October 2020. All rights reserved.
50

o

Financially motivated people who listen with their wallets.

“When you’re involved in a significant project that requires the enrollment of a large group,
there will be a mix of all three types of people. Incentives are personal and often unique to
each individual… you must therefore address each of their unique ways of listening… Unless
someone makes a powerfully rational, heartfelt, and financially compelling case for change,
[people will] go back to what they know – and will continue to complain about how things
should be different.”

Critically, “the ‘Stake’ is at the heart of any effort to solve a problem, effect a change, or transform a
system. Success literally rests on ‘the Stake.’” Success in shifting the country rests on this as well –
effectively communicating what’s at stake, to get Americans voting and engaged.
McGoff advises that “the ‘stake’ conversation represents ‘the fulcrum of possibility.’ Get it right and
people tip toward the ‘To Be.’ Get it wrong, or under-invest in it, and people tip back to what is
familiar. They’ll guard the status quo as if their lives depended on it.”
This is part of what’s been happening in rural America, but it’s not quite so cut-and-dry. Some rural
voters have much resentment, and see failing institutions that don’t serve them; a broken social
contract. Mr. Trump capitalized on this, with the “strongman” sell. Many voters were willing to
“burn it all down” by voting for Mr. Trump in 2016, because they didn’t see government working for
them. Voters have also supported Republicans such as Congressman Steve King, who doesn’t do
anything to help rural Iowans. Many votes for King do look like votes fiercely defending the status
quo – voters tipping back toward what is familiar.
How do we get this right, so we tip toward the “To Be?”
What if activists on the left make a deliberate push to help Americans understand what’s at stake?
Much of the work in this Proposal to Shift the Country moves us in that direction. People engaging
with everything everywhere can help.
McGoff says that “the ‘Stake’ conversation answers the question ‘What happens if we fail to drive
toward the ‘To Be’ and remain where we are, doing what we’re doing?’”
That’s crucial. And that helps us with making moral arguments, too.
CREATIVE TENSION & MORAL COURAGE
“Leadership in a learning organization starts with the principle of creative
tension. Creative tension comes from seeing clearly where we want to be, our
‘vision,’ and telling the truth about where we are, our ‘current reality.’ The gap
between the two generates a natural tension.” - Peter Senge
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Author Chris McGoff talks further how about how leaders effectively bring about transformation, in
part by demonstrating moral courage – which is perhaps one key to shifting the country.
In The Primes, McGoff says “When you need to enlist others to achieve your outcome, you must
employ the essential skill of enrollment to take people beyond mere compliance. They must be
inspired by the possibilities of your vision, committed to the outcomes, and willing to act
unreasonably, if necessary, to achieve them. Enrollment results in a felt creative tension among
stakeholders. They know where they are, where they are going, and why the journey is important.”
McGoff spells out “five essential agreements that generate creative tension and establish deep and
sustainable shared intent.” They are:
1. “As Is – Stakeholders must see their current situation – the whole thing – as it really is as
opposed to how they want it to be.
2. Environment – They must agree on what’s happening around them – which they’re unable
to affect but which will affect them.
3. Stake – They must agree on what’s at stake if they stay where they are and don’t change.
4. To Be – They must agree on a vision of the future with which they have fallen in love.
5. Strategy – Finally, they must agree on how to break out of the ‘As Is’ and chart a course
toward the ‘To Be.’”

McGoff also did a TEDx Talk in Rock Creek Park (2013). In the video, Mcgoff says:
“What the winners do is they bring forward a piece of vision that is like a piece
of Swiss Cheese. It’s delicious in what it says, but there’s these gaping holes….
And people say, ‘well what about this, and what about that?’ The people who
thrive [in this work] have the guts to say ‘I don’t know that – can you help me?’
And you know what the world says? ‘Oh yeah. I’ve got ideas about that. Let
me co-create that with you….’
“And what do passionate people do? They start doing things. People who
thrive in [this transformative work] ask a very specific question…. They don’t
ask, ‘is any of that important? Is any of this important?’ They don’t ask that
question. They ask this question: ‘Of the most important things you can think
of, what are the fewest, most important things that we’re going to do
everything about, instead of doing a few things about everything.’ They go all in
on focus. Call it their strategy….
“How many times do we go through this drill, but we don’t put the money and
people there? We don’t have the courage to back it…
“This is a crazy place… I want to meet you out here. I want to be moved by your
passion. I want to be inspired by your moral courage.”
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These excerpts are reminiscent of a quote from the proposal’s introduction, in reference to The LEGO
Movie. Again, the solution at the end of the movie’s story is to ask everyone to make “whatever
weird thing pops into our heads,” because “all of you have the ability inside of you to be a
groundbreaker,” to “tear apart your walls; build things only you could build.”
Leaders inspire the people to work toward a shared “To Be;” the people co-create that together.
Moral courage is about values; the research indicates that speaking with moral arguments will help
with resonance, effectiveness, and shifts. Moral courage also helps leaders inspire groups to work
together toward shared visions, making clear what’s at stake.
This country needs leaders on the left who can do this.
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9. Language
DEVELOP LANGUAGE RECOMMENDATIONS
Language is of course the basis for how we communicate. It conveys nuance, subtlety, and much
subconscious information that influences in ways we may not even be cognizant of. The nuances of
language have powerful impacts on persuasion and dissuasion, in tiny and in large ways. Language
can help us shift.
The recommendation here for action is that the Shift the Country initiative summarize and compile
suggestions and guidance on language for use activists and organizations. This section highlights
information that can be used to inform such guidance. This section is not a set of finished
recommendations. Rather, it is examples and ideas that can inform the creation of language
recommendations. (TOOL)
There is significant research available on the subject. The “References & Background” section of the
Proposal to Shift the Country includes relevant pieces on political language by authors Abadi, Bargh,
Delreal, Lakoff, Lopez, Schwartz, Tamerius, Thompson, Von Drehle, Waldman, and Ornstein and
Willis.
There are several aspects to language. Some of the language work is addressed in other analysis
sections, can also be applied to any strategies and messaging related to language.
These are areas of opportunity for expansion and development in reference to language:


Some aspects of language tie to messaging and to the Democratic side’s platform, core
principles, and values. There are key areas of this that come out in the articles above,
which would be helpful in a guide or set of suggestions for organizational and activist
use. As an example, there is a tendency to talk about the current Republican
administration’s totally flagrant ethical violations. Research indicates that this
message is not necessarily resonating or making a difference – and there is not much
solid legal ethics action that can be taken in the current moment. However,
addressing language about violations of law and rooting out corruption show values in
action. There is established work in these areas that can be applied. Political language
advocates appear to push for strong and overt moral arguments, noting that
Democrats often assume that moral positions are clear. Yet, moral positions are not
so clear, and they are not often clearly and overtly communicated. For example,
public resources such as roads, schools, and infrastructure all contribute to the US
economy, to commerce, to our security, and to our ability to thrive as a country. What
government does for us in so many ways and at every level is a huge area of
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opportunity for messaging, marketing, language, framing, conversation, engagement,
and focus.


Language and framing are powerful tools to shift the conversation. Now-retired
Cognitive Science and Linguistics Professor George Lakoff has created a body of work
in this area, as have others. Lakoff notes that conservative politicians and media have
been pushing their frames for years, and that Democrats “need to learn how framing
works (Lakoff, 2011).” The left has tended to be reactive in terms of language, but
with a Republican party in retreat and the Overton window shifting (next section),
there is opportunity. The Democratic side can define the language frames for
discourse. It needs a deliberate approach to do so. Framing and framing ideas are
also highlighted in the “Values” section above.



There is an opportunity to work with language and values. For example, in speaking to
certain audiences, deliberately framing moral arguments for the perspective of those
you are speaking to rather than from your own perspective can help with
persuasiveness. This is an aspect of framing as well.



In other research, there are indications that right-leaning people tend to be more
driven by concerns about physical safety. A study at Yale has demonstrated that
helping people imagine safety can help shift their political attitudes to the left.
There is tremendous opportunity there for language and messaging.



The idea of community as an entity that needs tending and that is sacred is an idea
with resonance for many people, with ramifications for language in terms of framing,
engagement activity, organizing, and community work.



Empathy is a powerful tool for persuasion. Language specifics can help with it as a
tool. This can be specifically useful for leaders at every level.



Racial bias is conveyed heavily in language and language habits. There is an
opportunity for work in this area by activists and organizations. As an example,
whenever there is an incident involving racism, an easy reaction is to say “This isn’t
who we are.” That is a reaction that denies the deep history of racism and violence in
this country. A more challenging reaction is to talk about how this is who we are, and
that we need to do some deep work on it. There are opportunities to lead with
language.



Other bias work also involves language. The language of misogyny and discrimination
is deeply embedded in US culture. This area is worth exploring in community
workshops, and also in organizational/activist messaging and outreach.
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The challenge of resentment is an area where language is powerful. Again, the work in
this proposal does not seek to necessarily reach people on the far right, but rather to
engage those who may be questioning the direction Republicans are pushing, and who
are looking for ways forward that better serve them. Language is one tool in this area.
There are certain words or language frames that tend to reinforce resentment; these
are used skillfully by Republicans. The left can work on framing moral arguments that
reach and resonate with perhaps previously unreachable Americans.



There is other analysis in this proposal relevant to language: the need to create
stickiness in messaging to facilitate resonance and tipping points (in section 4).
Testing and research can help tweak and refine language and other messaging to
figure out what resonates.

LANGUAGE & MESSAGING NOTES
There are also existing language patterns used by people on the left, by activists, by politicians, by
people in the Washington, DC area, and by people in general that can be counterproductive and
grating. These subtle or subconscious things inform context, an element of tipping points. Any
language guidance that would be developed for organizational use at scale can include a section on
this, with recommendations. The point would be to work at more accurately communicating
messages, to reach and resonate with people who are sick of hearing the same tired phrases. (TOOL)
Here are some examples:


“Boots on the ground.” – The imagery conveyed in this phrase is not helpful, in
addition to overuse of the phrase. An alternative is to convey something like “the
people who are doing the difficult work of war / disaster response / firefighting / etc.
out in the weather, mountains, and tough conditions.



“Adult in the room.” – This is another statement that is clearly inaccurate. Alternatives
require more thought, and tough truths – yet maybe they are things we should say,
with respect. The issue isn’t age. The issues are about judgment, analysis, critical
thinking, etc.



“Walk and chew gum.” – Most everyone can do this; it does not convey some special
skill. It can also reinforce the perception of absurd Washington elites, as it is thrown
around as some sort of accomplishment when it isn’t. Other options are to convey
actual capability that voters want, and talk about problem-solving, multi-tasking,
breaking down challenges, creating executable multi-faceted plans, etc.
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“Tax scam, or tax sham.” Use of the word “scam” for something that is legal statute
can cause confusion when the legislative process is already confusing. It also
understates the significance and import of the actual law. The 2017 tax law is a legal
and now operational statute. Referencing it as anything less undermines the serious
damage it is doing to the US, to our communities, to wealth inequality, to federal
revenue, and so on.



Anything about “I” when you can say “We. – There’s no “I” in “team.” A leader who
recognizes that we do most everything together resonates with voters who help make
America work. No one does it alone.



“If we were in normal times / if we had a normal president / etc.” – We don’t, and such
a thing doesn’t exist. The only constant is change. Our world will continue to
intensify. Lamenting for some “normal” thing is analogous to the “make America great
again” phrase, pining for a previous and mythical time. There is opportunity instead to
acknowledge the challenge, note the problem-solving options, and to use deliberate
thought to address it. Do we want to get “back to normal”? Whatever we had before
2016 was not working for many Americans, which is what led to this situation in the
first place. We can imagine forward.



Any phrases that are part of Republican / conservative “framing” – these include the
following: tax relief, gun control (vs. firearms safety and access), spending (vs.
investment), tax (vs. revenue, etc.), Washington (vs. government), illegal immigrants,
illegal aliens, undocumented immigrants, real Americans, regular Americans, coastal
elites, death tax, corporate accountability, exploring for energy, etc. Some of the
Republican framing is more complicated to address, such as “middle class” being used
to indicate “white;” where “urban,” “poor,” and “inner-city” are meant to allude to
people of color. Awareness of similar dog-whistle or outright racist phrases would be
good for advocacy and political campaigns to have and counter. There are other key
Republican framing strategies to be aware of as well. Unintentional use of Republican
framing plays into intentional conservative attempts to drive the narrative.

The above are random examples, highlighted to show that further work is needed in this area.
There are also language tools that could be developed, such as the idea of “truth sandwiches.” From
Lakoff: “A truth sandwich begins with the relevant truths, what is true about a given issue. It then
says, here’s what Trump says or has done on this issue that violates those truths. Then it comes back
and says the truth again, and it finishes up by saying why the different between the truth and the lie
is important (Morrison, 2018).” (TOOL)

PROPOSAL to SHIFT THE COUNTRY

Written by Vanessa R. Burnett, Counterfear LLC. www.shiftthecountry.com. Adoption, distribution, & use with permission only.
Original Proposal © Copyright April 2019. Adapted for Public Release © Copyright October 2020. All rights reserved.
57

Other intentional and specific wording may be helpful for engagement and organizing work, such as
using the term “voters” rather than “citizens,” for various reasons, in part to convey the action and
responsibility of actually voting.
An organizational language / messaging / communication guide could incorporate much of the
research in this proposal, and other recommendations for conversations and engagement with
particular Americans. For example, empathy and listening skills and ideas, or calling out words or
behaviors that appear to be condescending and to reinforce the idea of “coastal elites.” The very real
rural resentment is easy to reinforce. Conscientious and intentional communication and language
work can help groups avoid activating resentment, and to focus instead on disarming and dissolving
it. An example that demonstrates this well is the movie Erin Brokovich. There are several scenes that
illustrate Brokovich’s ability to communicate with rural residents, and the total failure of “urban
elites” (as per the framing) to connect with the same people. (TOOL)
Language is a huge factor in effective persuasion. Deliberate, intentional work in this area can help
shift the country.
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10. Raising A Ruckus: Creating Spectacle, Driving
The Agenda, & Amplifying All Of It
OVERTON WINDOW
Wikipedia defines the Overton window as “the range of ideas tolerated in public discourse, also
known as the window of discourse… the window contains the range of policies that a politician can
recommend without appearing too extreme to gain or keep public office in the current climate of
public opinion.”
During and after the 2016 election, the Overton window shifted heavily to the right. The shock of the
election, the actions of the administration, and Republican Congressional action heavily influenced
much of the public agenda and discourse. As time has passed, as people have adjusted, and as action
has had impacts – it has become clear that the majority of Americans do not support the shift to the
right. Election successes on the left across the country at all levels in 2017 and 2018 are indicative of
this trend.
Once the new Congress took office in 2019, another shift occurred. Democrats taking the majority in
the US House came into office full of new ideas, bold action, and big ideas. Democrats in leadership
changed their voices. Resolutions have been passed, putting out ideas to shift the agenda. And then
the 2020 presidential candidates started coming onto the scene. The combination of all of these
things is shifting the discourse, and the agenda. Corresponding activism, such as the worldwide
student climate strike, support the shift. Real world developments also impact the shift, such as
increasingly severe disasters, and incidents that bring tough conversations to the forefront –
including examples of racial bias, misogyny, and a range of injustices. Certainly, just because the
Overton window is shifting does not mean that the entire US suddenly supports a far-left or highly
progressive agenda. It might mean, however, that the range of policies on the agenda have shifted a
bit to the left from where they were in the 2016 or 2018 elections.
With all of this activity and attention, the 2020 election and corresponding transfer of power in 2021
bring an incredible opportunity to shift the country. The ideas in this proposal are some of many in
the array of Democratic side principles and values. The approach, tools, and ideas here are designed
to help bring more of those principles and values forward, and to make transformation in alignment
with those.
DEFINING & DRIVING THE NARRATIVE
We can do more with all of that shift and transformation. The Republican party unifies and drives
messaging on very focused areas; with shared moral imperatives – such as abortion, gun rights, or for
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example – the perceived threats from a migrating refugee caravan. The Democratic side will not be
as tightly focused, due to its complexity and diversity of world views. People and groups on the left
could still drive the narrative, in a fairly unified approach. This has been happening more and more,
but we can increase it.
The current Republican administration often drives the narrative, and is not always challenged widely
by leaders or groups on the left. Yet, the Trump Administration is run by a bully who is terrified of
being truly seen for what he is, and the Republican party in Congress is terrified of him. Organizations
and leaders on the left can more aggressively push narratives that put Republicans on defense – and
keep them on defense. We can also drive the narrative on how the Republican party is hurting
Americans; this proposal has more ways to do that. We can tell the stories, we can raise a ruckus, we
can focus messaging, and we can do it at scale.
People in many areas voted for a “strongman” type in the White House because they didn’t think
anyone was listening to them, or helping them. There’s more in Section 13 – The Social Contract,
Institutions, Federalism, & Government. There has been a perception out there that the social
contract and corresponding institutions have not been serving Americans; this perception can lead to
the rise of an authoritarian as people are willing to “burn it all down” and do something different.
With that in mind, we can actively help facilitate a new and reinvigorated social contract – a true
opposition agenda; about institutions that can better serve all people better. The Shift the Country
framework is built in part to help facilitate that.
We can drive a vision and an agenda for this country that is in dire need of a refresh. People need
vision and hope – and solid plans. Some are overwhelmed; unsure of how to engage; not convinced
it will make a difference. Some may be afraid; in part as they are convinced action or votes won’t
make a difference.
Part of what is unique about this proposal and its tools is that it doesn’t focus so much on what
people need to believe, but on what people can do. And in atypical ways. Much political work
focuses on getting out the vote, or on protests. The work here focuses on additional things we can
do together, directly, in the places we live – as a team. How we can engage with everything.
Plus, the focus here is not just on not just what is possible, but what is necessary. It is being clear
about what’s at stake, and working together – with widespread civic engagement – to find ways
forward. It’s about paying attention to people who have felt left behind – because of their race, their
gender, their income, where they live in the country – or any number of things. It is about
empowering people to do even more than they already have; and bringing new ideas and a roadmap
for how to take it all to the next level.
While we’re driving the narrative and setting the agenda, focus will be a key. The big ideas are
important, and the threats posed by the Republican party and the current administration are
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important. Bruni (2018) notes that measured vocabulary is needed; without dire predictions that put
credibility on the line. He says that people already know how they feel about the current president.
“What they’re less certain about are their alternatives.” He adds, “When you extrapolate too wildly
into the future, you sometimes wind up distracting people from what’s happening in the here and
now.”
Focus is key. McGoff says, “People who thrive in [this transformative work] ask a very specific
question…. They ask this question: ‘Of the most important things you can think of, what are the
fewest, most important things that we’re going to do everything about, instead of doing a few things
about everything.’ They go all in on focus” (TEDx Talks, 2013).
Many of the tools in this proposal can help activists and organizations work with Americans anywhere
on defining focus. There are a few ideas in the proposal, with agenda items that could be addressed
and discussed in various types of geographic areas around the US. There are principles, morals,
values, and platform items generally agreed to by many on the left that are also good starting points.
However the focus evolves, it will help to communicate it with moral arguments, framing, intentional
language, and a focus on communication elements and strategies that help to create tipping points.
The left can deliberately shape, coordinate, spread, and amplify messaging. We can lead, and we can
ask Americans to help – so that we build, grow, emphasize, and expand a common stake and a shared
vision that Americans are excited about and willing to get engaged in.
The focus we’re pushing at Shift the Country is a focus to engage with everything: civic engagement
at scale, at every level to make shift happen in the real world, to drive the narrative, and to shift the
Overton window … with a related phenomenon of buzz and activity around all of that.
THE POWER OF SPECTACLE
Organizations, activists, and initiatives on the left can do a lot more with the power of spectacle.
Mr. Trump garnered phenomenal levels of unprecedented media attention in the lead-up to the 2016
election by being a spectacle. He has it down to an art, and he works at it every day.
That’s the competition.
The opposition needs to out-spectacle the spectacle. We will have even more spectacle in general
now that the Mueller report has been released; we can be deliberate about how, when, where, and
who raises a fuss about it. We can work with state and local officials as noted in Section 15 – Focus
on Towns, Cities, Tribes, & States. For example, we can talk to political (elected) law enforcement
professionals, judges, or candidates for either type of office about upholding the rule of law.
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Right now in early 2019, the myriad of presidential candidates is creating generally positive spectacle,
and also setting the agenda a bit while shifting the Overton Window. This spectacle will hold for a
while – likely through most of the primaries. Once the Democratic party picks a candidate, the
dynamics of this particular spectacle will shift. The Democratic side may need ideas and momentum
for creating spectacle and drawing media attention during the time from the presidential party
nomination through the general election. In 2016, cable news channels spent countless minutes
pointing cameras at empty podiums waiting for the now-president to appear. Given that Mr. Trump
now has the bully pulpit of the presidency, the power of spectacle and thus media attention will
remain formidable.
The “resistance” and initiatives like Indivisible and countless others have made progress drawing
some attention – yet activists on the left could be doing more to create spectacle, garner media
attention, and drive the narrative. The Shift the Country framework can help activists and advocacy
campaigns create spectacle, draw attention to it, get coverage on it, and otherwise create
phenomena that can make real shift happen.
MESSAGE COORDINATION
One area where the Republican party is remarkably effective is messaging coordination. It is not clear
how this is done behind the scenes; it likely uses a combination of tightly controlled conference calls
and encrypted communication channels between entities and alliances. For example, during the
Kavanaugh hearings, key Republican messages and talking points seemed to be ubiquitous and
consistent across multiple conservative channels – including questionable disinformation channels –
within 1-2 days. This messaging coordination phenomenon has been repeated in various scenarios
over the last 2+ years.
While the Democratic side has a different structure and philosophy, there is opportunity for tighter
and faster messaging coordination between organizations.
A key difference is the availability of established hyper-partisan media channels for message
distribution and outright propaganda; the Democratic side would not want to replicate these.
Research indicates that the Democratic side’s base consumes a broader array of media than the
right’s base, including many sources which are non-partisan or only moderately partisan. Yet due to
the broader array of media that Democratic-leaning voters rely upon – as well as that consumed by
independents, moderates, third-party voters, and Republican party defectors – it is even more critical
for advocates on the left to coordinate as much as possible on messaging.
If there is not a messaging coordination strategy, one recommendation of the Proposal to Shift the
Country is to create one, and to share it between major cooperators, alliances, and partners. It’s
likely that this is already happening within formal campaign and party structures – but for those on
the left who are outside of the party – there appears to be a need here that could be addressed.
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Opportunities for messaging coordination:










Across partnerships, organizations, advocacy campaigns, and PACs (to the extent
allowed by campaign finance and election laws);
Between elected officials, incumbents running for re-election, and candidates for
office each level (to the extent allowed by campaign finance and election laws);
In every community, city, neighborhood, tribe, county, or parish (i.e., at the field level
for nationwide groups);
Within states or regions;
On social media, including hashtags and trends;
With key references, guides, or articles to share widely;
With press releases and major messages to disseminate;
On disinformation trends that could be addressed, clarified, or countered;
On language recommendations or shifts for those on the Democratic side.

Increased message coordination can also help the Democratic side more aggressively drive the
narrative and push agendas at every level. We can be the side on offense; increased messaging
coordination between organizations and movements can help.
ONLINE ENGAGEMENT, DIGITAL ACTIVISM, & VIRTUAL ORGANIZING
People and groups on the left have something the other side doesn’t: the majority. We can do more
to leverage, emphasize, amplify, and expand that via online activism, engagement, organizing, and
marketing. We can do it in part by combining the science of tipping points with specifically designed
paid content, effective content development, and the strategic combination of funded and organic
amplification. The next section gets into more on that.
This section is about the opportunities for all kinds of online activism and engagement. The
Democratic side has an opportunity to provide leadership and direction to help voters, activists, and
partners do more, have larger impacts, and have a greater reach online.
There are several areas of engagement to learn about. People can become digital or virtual activists
relatively easily – as many have done since the 2016 election and before. There are opportunities
here for organizations and advocacy campaigns to engage different kinds of volunteers, and to
increase and spread influence. Individuals can find any number of ways to get involved, amplify,
create content, run groups, lead, or follow. We need it all.
Virtual/digital organizing and activism is evolving fast. Here are things people are doing:


Creating, hosting, and moderating online groups for conversation, information-sharing,
influence, and amplifying.
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Creating, hosting, and sharing online events, conversations, workshops, webinars, and
other events to share ideas, spread information, educate, evolve movements, drive
the narrative, build momentum, build alliances, grow teams and initiatives, provide
support and solidarity, etc.
Individual advocacy, groups, approaches, best practices, ideas, and other advocacy is
happening for media literacy. Media literacy is about identifying reputable news
sources, verifying stories, and otherwise discerning truth and facts when
disinformation, propaganda, and actual fake news is widespread.
Influence operations happening through the creation and use memes. Various groups,
advocacy campaigns, individuals, and ad-hoc alliances are currently doing this work.
Some political campaigns have associated meme-creation and spreading groups as
well. More effective meme creation groups understand the factors that create tipping
points and help memes go viral – the same elements in Section 4 – Tipping Points:
Leveraging Social Networks To Create Phenomena. Groups with effective teams may
share roles between creating content that resonates, understanding and speaking ton
context (through content that resonates), and using specific methodology to
disseminate content in ways that help to amplify it and to leverage social networks to
spread it (i.e., using the strength of weak ties – groups, channels, and people who are
influencers, amplifiers, bridgers, boundary spanners, connectors, salespeople, etc).
Understanding and leveraging social media channels for spreading memes, messages,
buzz, and spectacle; for driving the narrative and advocating for certain public
agendas. Social media channels include Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, Instagram,
LinkedIn, and a huge array of others – evolving quickly.
Connect online activism to real-world impacts, through events, action plans, etc. For
the Shift the Country work, this could tie to any push to engage with everything or
anything anywhere, but especially to specific engagement that’s needed in local
communities, specific ideas about how to do a certain kind of engagement activity, or
events for engagement.
Any digital activism work can include mechanisms to foster and foment more of it – by
asking people to sign up for more, collecting information on sign-ups (with
permission), tracking campaign and engagement effectiveness, and so on. More
robust or well-funded digital organizing approaches may have more robust analytics to
help expand and improve efforts as they evolve.
Digital activism best practices could be developed to help people and groups make
shift happen. For example, the differences between social media channels and how
they work, information about content that a platform’s algorithm prefers, how to
make content that’s easily shareable versus not (a particular issue on Facebook), how
to easily make memes, meme best practices, how to create content that resonates,
sizes and dimensions of things, the kinds of content and language that resonates, basic
logistics and technology for doing certain kinds of online activism (like registration,
ticketing, which platforms to use, how to create calendar invites that are shareable),
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live-streaming, technologies, social media best practices, how to boost content to
expand organic reach, and so on.
AMPLIFYING SOCIAL MEDIA IMPACT & REACH WITH MONEY
Any individual, group, business, or advocacy campaign can increase its social media reach and impact
with funding – especially if it is used strategically per the framework here to leverage the elements of
creating tipping points. For example, putting funding behind content that is organically shareable
(i.e., people can and do share it on their own) can help expand the reach of that organic content.
Organizations and individuals have as much potential to influence Americans with money online as do
formal campaign organizations. Organizations and individuals can spend money of their own to
create and promote political or activist content. Any group, entity, or individual with means can get
tremendous reach with a digital approach that combines all of the elements in this Shift the Country
framework.
There is tremendous potential to do more with digital/virtual activism and organizing. Political
campaigns on the left have recently underutilized the potential here, although some advocacy groups
and major initiatives have evolved to be more effective in the digital space.
Most social media channels allow for putting funding to promote content behind at least some of the
content types. Certain channels allow funding, “boosts,” or promoted content of only certain types
of content, or on certain types of pages. For example, on Facebook, content on personal walls cannot
be “boosted,” while content on what are called “Pages” for businesses, celebrities, campaigns,
personalities, or other things can be boosted with funds. Ads that are not boosted content can also
be created on various social media channels.
There are certain and evolving restrictions on social media channels for various types of content. For
example, on Facebook, to put funding behind any content or ads that looks political, the person who
is applying the funding to the content has to have been through a specific process to verify that they
are based in the US and are a real US person. It is a process that takes several weeks, and involves
sending an official ID to Facebook, and receiving a code via snail mail at a real US address.
The bottom line is that majority of Americans are opposed to the current administration. This
majority can have an enormous social media influence with a bit of a push, and with some help on
amplifying, execution, and strategy. We know how tipping points and viral content work; doing more
to foster and grow tipping points on social media is yet another area where we can shift the country.
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11. Bias
Any work addressing bias should first involve consultation with people from any impacted groups to
update, edit, and evolve the ideas in this proposal.
ADDRESSING RACIAL BIAS
Inherent bias is a tough subject – specifically racial bias. This is perhaps the toughest subject
informing organizing, engagement, and activism – and also likely the most challenging to address.
The awkwardness of getting into it in fact helps to perpetuate its existence.
There is research that can inform action. Studies show that racial bias diminishes over an extended
period when populations are more integrated and diverse in the places where people live. People
form connections and build relationships; familiarity breaks down fear and bias. It does take time –
as connection take time to grow and build and evolve.
Are there ways to encourage that kind of change faster, or at scale?
There are groups, initiatives, and individuals working on that, yet we can’t take action that suddenly
fixes it.
Bias exists, and is a part of everything in our society. Systemic racism exists, and is part of everything
in American society. There are many resources with more on the subject; it is not fair to summarize
them here.
There is opportunity to do work with communities, organizations, and groups that can help voters
with an interest in learning and evolving to become aware of the inherent racial bias they carry.
There are groups and resources with ideas and demonstrated success who are doing work on
awareness of racial bias – and who have been for some time. There are ways to carefully facilitate
group or community discussions that serve to help us evolve in certain areas, where there is interest
and support for it.
This work can help strengthen organizations, groups, and communities fighting on the Democratic
side – and to increase awareness and understanding all around. Bias awareness conversations in
communities where people have not had much exposure to helpful tools on the subject may be
beneficial. Learning, increased self-awareness, and reflection can help create subtle shifts.
Any racial bias awareness work – or any type of bias work – should not be undertaken lightly. In this
case, any materials or train-the-trainer preparation should be done by those with deep experience in
this area. If work is undertaken on this subject, care should be taken to bring in appropriate and
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experienced advisors, to properly train staff and volunteers, to provide resources such as reading or
other materials, and to carefully design any materials to be used in communities, groups, or
organizations.
Of note, it is often helpful to speak about inherent racial bias along a spectrum, rather than as
something that is or is not present. It is also not fair to ask people of color to do the heavy lifting on
work in this area, such in the education of non-people-of-color about racial bias, or on related
emotional labor. At the same time, it is not helpful to address race without involving people of color.
Balance, learning, partnership, and respect are called for.
One of the deep risks for any work in this area on the Democratic side is a concept with the same
name as the book on the subject: “White Fragility,” by Robin DiAngelo. In a February, 2019 Iowa
State University lecture on this subject, DiAngelo indicated that progressives and many who claim to
be “woke” are particularly prone to hostile behavior when their own white fragility has been noted.
Humility, listening, a willingness to learn, and openness are key. Work within organizations and
initiatives on the Democratic side can better serve the greater whole.
RACIAL BIAS & VOTER TENDENCIES
There are a few factors to be aware of when considering community or group work on racial bias
awareness.
One factor is that activation of white voters’ inherent racial bias, conducted typically through the use
of fear-mongering in reference to non-white groups, has tended to shift voters to lean more
conservatively in their politics for a short period of a few months. This activation does not happen for
all voters, but does in some, and it happens across the spectrum – including for independents,
moderates, third-party voters, and Democrats. This factor was certainly present in the 2018 midterm election (for example, in references to a migrant refugee caravan).
Further, when people are called out on potential racial bias, research indicates that they also may
tend to lean conservatively for a period. This appears to be the case as well when elected officials or
high-profile individuals whom voters support are called out on potential racial bias.
Research suggests that some people take their opinions from political elites. Matthews (2017) cites
two researchers who “got a number of state legislators to randomly send out letters to constituents;
some explained a policy position of the legislator in detail, some only briefly and with minimal
justification, and the others were neutral controls. They also surveyed the constituents receiving the
letters, both before and after. They found that receiving letters often led constituents to adopt their
representative’s opinion, even when they had disagreed before.” This indicates that politicians can in
fact be “trusted authorities who lead public opinion.” While that is true on the Republican party side
– it is also true for leadership on the left. The phenomenon makes the case yet once again for strong
moral courage, and clear communication about it. (TOOL)
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In the same Matthews piece, “explicit racial appeals – for example, mentions of not just the
undeserving poor while imagery of black people rushes by, but of undeserving black poor people –
are less effective than implicit appeals. The reason is that people have internalized a pretty strong
norm that they’re not allowed to express open antagonism toward black people, or explicitly racist
views.” In this case, the researcher “argues that this makes calling attention to implicit racial appeals
a power tool for anti-racist activists. When Jesse Jackson pointed out that Bush’s Willie Horton
attacks were tinged with racism, it turned the implicit racial appeal of Horton into an explicit one and
lessened the attack’s effectiveness. In other words: People can fight racism by pointing out that
racist stuff is racist.” (TOOL)
There is no single or clear path in this area, yet further investigation and consultation can absolutely
help with further insight for action.
RACIAL BIAS, ECONOMY, & CONSERVATIVE VOTERS
Racial bias and economic concerns are often cited as motivators for Mr. Trump’s “base” of support,
and for other right-leaning voters. However, the mainstream media tend to focus on economic
factors. Because – it is safe to assume – addressing race would be awkward. Research tells a more
accurate story.
Mainstream media coverage since the election often conveys the perception that the Republican
party won the 2016 election due to economic dissatisfaction and stress, especially in rural areas.
The media continue to refer to the current president’s “base” of support as those who tend to be
low-income and/or blue collar, with little or no college education. Those “left behind” by economic
progress. There is indeed rural resentment, and general resentment – both of which have been
leveraged by the Republican party, and which are covered in the “Resentment” section. The
resentment is entangled with the bias, yet it is a different phenomenon. They are easily confused.
The nuance is important for this work.
There is racial bias research that is critical to understanding “the Trump base.” Racial bias appears to
have informed some voters’ perception of their own economic satisfaction or dissatisfaction. In other
words, racial bias is the lens through which some voters perceive their economic situation. Voters
with no or little racial bias showed no change in terms of their perception of the economic situation,
while voters with higher levels of racial bias showed a shift in their perception of economic conditions
depending on whether a black man or a white man was in the US presidency.
The lens of racial bias does not change harsh economic realities faced by millions in America. Analysis
is not available for the 2018 election, yet it has been argued that some conservative voters voted
against their own economic interests to support the administration and the Republican party – again
because of their own racial bias.
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It is therefore not clear that addressing economic realities in rural and other economically challenged
areas would change certain voters’ votes – but that is not the reason we need to address troubling
economic realities around the US. We need to address economic issues because we need to help
Americans everywhere in this country, and the country’s economy as a whole. This proposal contains
ideas to help with that aspiration.
GENDER BIAS
Research shows indications of gender bias in terms of increased sexism or hostility toward women in
some conservative voters. The indications of this are in several studies.
Anecdotal and lived experience tells the story in plain language, through the actions of the current
president, the Republican administration’s policies that impact women, and so on.
At a more fundamental level, the Electoral College win for Mr. Trump in 2016 despite the Access
Hollywood recording of him admitting to sexual assault was a shock to many women. It made clear
that neither Mr. Trump’s biased racial remarks over time nor his misogyny and outright assault of
women were deal-breakers for voters who supported him anyway. The massive turnout nationwide
– and indeed worldwide – for the 2017 Women’s March is indicative of this outrage. The hearings to
confirm Supreme Court Justice Kavanaugh hearings ignited similar waves of outrage; and digging in
by many on both sides.
This proposal does not specifically address engagement work to shift bias against women, although
the tools and methodology here can very definitely be applied with this focus. The recommendation
here for any work in this area of bias would be to identify partners who are already working in this
area; to amplify, support, expand, or evolve work that they are doing; and to use relevant Shift the
Country tools (now online at www.shiftthecountry.com) to help. (TOOL)
STORYTELLING & SHIFTING BIAS IN CANVASSING
There is recent research showing that bias in reference to transgender individuals has shifted during
political canvassing work, with connection, conversation, and storytelling. There may be additional
related cutting-edge studies on the subject. This research is promising, and identifies potential for
shifts and for additional tools in advocacy, outreach, engagement, activism, and campaign work
through canvassing and other activities. (TOOL) This was also addressed previously in the section on
“Contempt, Conversation, Empathy, & Persuasion.”
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STORYTELLING, EMPATHY, & CONVERSATION
As noted above, a prior section addresses “ Contempt, Conversation, Empathy, & Persuasion.”
Research has demonstrated the success of conversation and storytelling in reference to bias.
Empathy is a key to the success of such work. Research and anecdotal information both indicate that
storytelling alone is a powerful tool, and activists and politicians use it often as a tool. Thoughtful
expansion and use of these tested approaches may have potential for doing work on addressing bias.
WHY CONSIDER BIAS AWARENESS WORK?
The short answer on why we would do bias awareness work is because it’s needed. We live in a
society with systemic racism, and overabundant inherent racial, gender, and other biases. It’s not
okay. It’s not the best we can be. It’s not a society where everyone has a real chance to thrive and
flourish. One of the core motivations for why we need to shift this country is because we need a
more egalitarian society, social contract, institutions, and government that better serve everyone.
Un-mucking, unwinding, and otherwise digging into the systemic biases and racism help us do deep
work to make our way there.
The platform, principles, and values on the Democratic side are to a large extent about fighting for
equality, equity, economic and environmental justice, inclusivity, fairness, support for all, ensuring
the health and safety of Americans, protecting voters’ rights, respect, welcoming refugees, fairly
addressing immigration, supporting workers and families, and so on.
There is no need here to write the history of race in the US. We have much work to do. Just since the
2018 election, there are clear, active, and unresolved race and bias issues on the left.
There is no clear or easy way to navigate or evolve this. Putting racial bias awareness on the table as
something to talk about on the left – within organizations, with our partners, within our campaigns,
and in the communities we live in – is action and engagement we can take, though.
It can be action to put voice and awareness to something which can be uncomfortable. It can give
people tools to have more conversations down the road. To help people speak up next time they are
caught off guard by bias or outright racism. It can be in opportunities to listen and learn. To
empathize.
These may be tiny shifts – but they can be shifts.
Left unaddressed, the system will perpetuate more of the same. When we take on some of the
work… we slowly shift the system. That is true when we address any kind of inherent bias.
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RACIAL BIAS AWARENESS WORK SUGGESTIONS
This is the only “Analysis” section with very specific recommendations listed in the section, due to the
weighty nature of the subject. Proposal to Shift the Country Proposal are now at
www.shiftthecountry.com, although informal ideas for other tools are called out in the text and
marked by “tool.”
There are both established and nascent organizations working on racial bias – at scale. There is more
information collected in this section on addressing racial bias, although there is significant work to do
in addressing other areas of bias. Further exploration is recommended on tools related to racial bias.
The proposal’s analysis related to bias awareness is noted both here and in other relevant sections.
This proposal contains ideas for work on shifting racial and other types of bias a bit in communities
and groups that may be amenable and open to it.
Again, this work should not be undertaken casually. Any tools, materials, or training should be
carefully designed by organizations and individuals with deep training and experience in effectively
facilitating bias awareness work.
Racial bias awareness work to explore further with trained professionals prior to any implementation
could include:


A guide and perhaps train-the-trainer capability for organizations, groups, alliances,
and communities to hold workshops on racial bias awareness, with careful facilitation.
Any such work would need to be informed by established professionals who work in
this area and have a demonstrated history of successfully doing this work at scale.
(TOOL)



Partnerships or recommendations for organizations, alliances, and communities to
work with established groups such as Showing Up for Racial Justice (SURJ) or a myriad
of other long-established groups working on these issues. (TOOL)



Reference to professionally-assembled reference list(s) for this kind of work from
established group(s) working in this area so that activists, organizers, and volunteers
have reputable sources for learning more. (TOOL)



Exploration into the use of storytelling to increase awareness on racial bias. There is a
demonstrated impact from storytelling; it increases connection and empathy. This has
been noted in reference to immigration as well. Additional exploration is needed on
this topic for how to do related work at scale – or for how to call attention to and
amplify/leverage work that is already under way. (TOOL)
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The use of storytelling, connection, and dialogue during canvassing has been noted
with documented success in reference to transgender bias – see the mini-section
above called “Storytelling & Shifting Bias in Canvassing.” This area would need further
exploration prior to adoption and use. There is anecdotal documentation of success
with canvassing and storytelling in terms of addressing racial bias, yet it would need
significant exploration with trained professionals. (TOOL)



Work cited in Section 8 – Values & Framing indicates some potential for addressing
bias. A study at Yale has indicated that the power of imagination in terms of
perceptions of safety can have an impact on conservative voters. This work can impact
bias, and also relates to language, messaging, and the power of context. (TOOL)



Racial bias is conveyed heavily in language and language habits. There is an
opportunity for work in this area by leaders, organizers, groups, and activists. As an
example, whenever there is an incident involving racism, an easy reaction is to say
“This isn’t who we are.” That is a reaction that denies the deep history of racism and
violence in this country. A more challenging reaction is to talk about how this is who
we are, and that we need to recognize our history, and that there is deep work to be
done to move us forward. There are opportunities to lead with language. (TOOL)



“There is enough.” A message of abundance rather than scarcity is an important
counter to fearmongering. Some Republican side fear-based messaging is based on
the idea that people who are portrayed or perceived as threats will take something
that someone else deserves. The message that there is enough is about abundance,
versus lack. This is an emotional message rather than a rational one, and another
good example of the kind of assurance that can resonate with traditionally
conservative people (this bullet is also in Section 8 – Values & Framing). (TOOL)



Exchange programs between rural and urban areas may be worth exploring, which
would increase awareness of many things across a number of areas. A spin on this is
to do exchanges between major urban areas and more rural cities or micro-cities.
Exchanges expose people to different types of people, places, and challenges.
Exchanges can foster connection, vulnerability, and empathy. Exchanges could be
focused on a range of Shift the Country issues that people are working on where they
live; the bonding experience of the exchange could be created in part through seeing
similar challenges in different places, and working through the challenges or seeing
others’ approaches to problem-solving and way forward finding. Ideas for exchanges:
addressing poverty where we live, creating social infrastructure, placemaking, complex
adaptive coalitions, growing technology, entrepreneurialism, small business tools and
case studies, innovation, incubators, maker-spaces, community revitalization,
sustainability, alternative energy, economic development, and so on. (TOOL)
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Similar ideas may help activist groups on the left address other kinds of bias as well. These are areas
for further exploration. However, there are enormous and long-established groups already wellentrenched in activism, organizing, advocacy, and other work in several areas. They are an excellent
starting place. The idea here is not necessarily to reach hard-core or extremist supporters of people
like Mr. Trump. The idea is to put forward ideas to engage enough of everyone else… to build energy,
awareness, knowledge, momentum, inspiration, and motivation to help with real shift.

PROPOSAL to SHIFT THE COUNTRY

Written by Vanessa R. Burnett, Counterfear LLC. www.shiftthecountry.com. Adoption, distribution, & use with permission only.
Original Proposal © Copyright April 2019. Adapted for Public Release © Copyright October 2020. All rights reserved.
73

12. Resentment
This section on “Resentment” is adjacent to the section on “Bias” for a reason: they are often
intertwined. To effectively shift the country, we need to understand the nuance of the
intermingling.
To listen to the media, something like “rural resentment” is the main reason Mr. Trump won the
Electoral College in 2016. It is a quicker and more soundbite-friendly story than unwinding what’s
really happening in rural America, and than addressing the complex history of race in America. To be
fair, on occasion reference is made on this to “white voters in rural areas,” but that doesn’t serve
much purpose when no deeper context is given.
The “Bias” section above addresses voter tendencies in terms of viewing economic satisfaction or
dissatisfaction through the lens of racial bias. As noted in that “Bias” section, perception is one thing;
reality another.
There are very real economic struggles in rural areas – whether they are perceived as such
consistently and consciously or not. Family farm bankruptcies are at a ten-year high. Monopolies are
impacting rural areas in major ways – and it’s more complex than simply referencing “big ag.” US
agricultural policy made major shifts in the 1970s toward commodification and big markets that are
impacting family farms’ ability to survive today; among other factors.
Farming isn’t the only challenge in rural areas. The current president wants to make America great
again, as if America is now on a decline but was great at some mythical point. Schwartz (2018)
surmises that perhaps the post-World War II era “was the Golden Age to which Trump seeks to bring
America back. It was a time of U.S. political and economic hegemony as the rest of the world
struggled to recover from the ravages of global war. And it was roughly coincidental with Trump’s
own youth and that of his older supporters.”
After World War II, most of the world’s previously existing manufacturing capacity was in ruins –
except for that of the United States. Many areas of the world had not yet developed manufacturing
prior to World War II. After the war – and with help from the US – Europe and some of Asia’s
economies and manufacturing capabilities were rebuilt. Manufacturing also started to come online in
countries where it had not previously existed. Before and as all of this occurred, US manufacturing
flourished – with limited global competition and a worldwide market. Worldwide manufacturing
capacity began coming online over time, and became a more noticeable impact to the US economy in
the 1970s.
The point is that we will not likely (short of world war) return to US manufacturing dominance as
experienced after World War II. Yet the idea that we can hangs in the air for many.
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It is an unrealistic idea. It would be helpful for storytelling and messaging on the left to frame this; to
speak to this issue, to recognize it, and to chart a realistic and achievable path forward.
Many rural areas have seen a decline for some time. This blog post excerpt from a Michigan farm is
helpful in understanding what’s happened in agriculture:
“The 1970s ushered in a radical change in the government policy surrounding
agriculture and subsidies. Policy that interferes with the natural rules of supply
and demand and encourages farmers to ‘get big or get out.’ Moreover, our
government farm subsidies prioritize the growing of commodities – nonperishable food products that can be stored indefinitely in grain-bins and traded
on the world market to increase our nation’s GDP, thus giving the government
more borrowing power to stem off its eventual debt-defaults from bloated
budgets and out of control spending… The farm of days gone by – of Old
MacDonald with his diversified farm of edible crops, cows, pigs, and chickens –
has been replaced with endless rows of corn and shiny-new grain bins that stick
out of the countryside like cathedrals paying homage to holy corn (Belprez,
2018).”

The farm crisis of the early 1980s had an impact. Demographics have shifted as manufacturing has
changed. Worldwide manufacturing shifts and trade agreements have had effects. Small town main
streets have emptied. Malls have been abandoned in rural areas, small towns, micro-cities,
suburban, and exurban areas across the country – due to shifts in the retail sector, but also due to
economic and demographic shifts. Rural federal investment has declined. The US educational system
has not caught up to the economy’s needs or shifts; rural areas show impacts in different ways.
Opportunity is limited in small towns; kids leave to pursue opportunity elsewhere. Adults leave, too.
Many small towns and micro-cities have blight and poverty. Abandoned manufacturing areas and
empty office buildings loom. Much like in the inner-city, the context of the built – and crumbling –
environment informs perception.
There is a bias aspect in much of the resentment. Racial bias likely plays the largest bias role, but
other biases come into play as well. There is an idea put forward by Republican leaders and
messaging channels that “other” people somewhere else are getting all of the government help,
grants, government investment, good jobs, and attention. There is a sense of cultural displacement,
of change, and of burdens. Cultural displacement ties to a perceived loss of status, along a perceived
spectrum where race and class both play a role.
There are broken promises. Feelings of being left behind – while the rest of the country somewhere
else advances and thrives. Feelings of being ignored; not heard.
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Katherine J. Cramer is a professor of political science at the University of Wisconsin-Madison who has
done significant work on what she calls “the politics of resentment,” a phenomenon in rural and nonurban areas. In an interview (Shenk, 2017), Cramer says:
“The politics of resentment, then, involves political actors generating support by
tapping into intergroup divides fueled by perceptions of distributive injustice.
There are two main parts to this: the existence of perspectives of resentment
and the actions of political elites that exploit those perspectives. When a
substantial portion of the population perceives that they are not getting their
fair share, and that this is the result of people in power giving their share to
those who are less deserving, we are on fertile ground for a politics of ‘us versus
them.’ Political actors can step in and validate that resentment and make
promises to stop the flow of resources, power, and respect to the undeserving.
Situations of economic and cultural insecurity seem especially ripe for the
success of this kind of politics.”

More from Cramer in the same piece:
“Attributing political choices to racism alone tends to rely on a host of heuristics
that make us tune out the complexity of the situation and move us further from
understanding it. Yes, racism is a part of the story when we notice people
resenting city dwellers: in our segregated Wisconsin, the vast majority of
people of color lives in cities. But this resentment is also about resenting white
professionals, the urban elite, and public employees.
“Boiling it all down to racism overlooks why these other perspectives are so
politically powerful. When there are all of these overlapping battle lines –
partisanship, race, class, public versus private employees – tapping into one
dimension can activate the others.
“In the wake of the [2016] election, this question has often been posed as, ‘Was
it economic anxiety or racism that drove support for Trump?’ My response is
that in understandings of the world that I heard from Trump supporters, the
two components were intertwined. When people are telling me that they
perceive that people like them, in places like their community, do not receive
their fair share, and that their fair share is going to people who are less
deserving, that is a sentiment in which there is often racism and there is
economic anxiety.”

Anti-intellectualism is another aspect of rural resentment, and is used in Republican framing.
Politicians and right-wing media push the idea that campuses are full of liberal elitists. Schwartz
notes that in reality, “the vast majority of students enrolling in higher education are devoted to the
mundane pursuits of computer science, business, health, engineering and other prosaic fields whose
goal is simply to earn a good living.”
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He continues, “it should be noted that the scions of the 1 percent take up an inordinate amount of
the seats in the humanities at the elite colleges and it does not appear that they are prepared to
surrender their privilege.” This matters, because in the culture wars, the 1 percent “have enlisted a
large chunk of the other 90 percent to vote against their own. They’ve done so by substituting class
issues with social ones.” As Cramer has indicated, this is about more than racial bias.
In another interview (Wallis, 2016), Cramer says,
“In our rural areas what I have learned is that there are many people who feel
that neither party represents them and many have a strong resentment toward
the cities and urban elites. They feel as though they are not getting their fair
share of power – no one is really listening to them. They are not getting their
fair share of taxpayer dollars – the money goes to the cities, and also they are
not getting their fair share of respect – people assume folks in small towns are
ignorant and racist. That mix of resentment is pretty fertile ground for a rightleaning candidate.
“Many times this resentment comes out as a feeling of, ‘I’m a deserving person,
a hardworking American and the things I deserve are actually going to other
people who are less deserving.’ Donald Trump’s message really tapped into that
sentiment. What I heard him saying was: You are right, you are not getting
your fair share you should be angry, you are a deserving hardworking American
and what you deserve is going to people who don’t deserve it. He pointed his
finger at immigrants, the Chinese, bad trade deals, Muslims, uppity women. He
gave people concrete targets, and it was a way of sparking anger and mobilizing
support.”

Cramer also notes that the “economic recovery [after 2008] was much less in rural areas. Folks in
small towns and rural places see the coasts are doing well. And, Silicon Valley?: Holy cow! We are
getting left behind.”
There is opportunity here. When people feel that neither political party represents them – there is
opportunity.
The Republican party has become skilled at, as Cramer says, validating resentment and making
promises to “stop the flow of resources, power, and respect to the undeserving.” Yet the Republican
party’s actual actions are to support the wealthy. The 2017 tax law push talked a big game about the
middle class, but the tax season happening now is making clear that the winners are big businesses
and the already-rich. Where is actual Republican support for small towns, for small businesses, for
farmers, and for main street?
There are real world, practical ways to take on these vast fields of resentment.
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Listening is a good start, and hearing the resentment for what it is, in the nuance and the
intertwining. Listening to voters, versus talking at them. (TOOL)
One option on speaking to resentment is to speak in reference to Republican contributions to factors
causing resentment, such as the increasing wealth inequality in the US, CEO salaries, or tax breaks for
the wealthy. Republicans have abandoned main streets, small towns, small business owners, worker
safety, and the lists go on. Yet many organizations and leaders on the left are not skilled – nor would
they want to be – at leveraging resentment. It’s not our strong suit. These messages about what
Republicans are doing are all true – and useful – but they don’t have enough resonance to counter
the complex, intertwined resentment-amplifying pushed by Republicans.
Taking resentment seriously and actually doing real things about it would be tremendously
powerful. This Proposal to Shift the Country is structured in part to address resentment. Some of
the issues tied to resentment are addressed in the section on “Government, Federalism, Institutions,
& The Social Contract.” Major opportunities for shifting the rural country (as well as the rest of it) are
highlighted in the section on, “Resilience, Economy, Innovation, Energy, & Infrastructure.” There are
amazing documented real-world success stories, active initiatives, research, and opportunities in all
of these areas for rural America. The real-world aspect is important; there have been too many
broken promises.
Shift the Country tools (now at www.shiftthecountry.com) get into ways that local, state, and federal
activists and organizations can engage with people in communities to listen, to get engagement, to
build vision, to get investment, and to get buy-in from people in rural areas.
Language and messaging are also keys. Republican strategist Rick Wilson wrote a strongly-worded
piece in March of 2019, entitled “How Democrats are losing 2020, already: Trump must not win
reelection, but the candidates lining up to beat him are giving a good chance.” Tough talk in the
headline alone, but Wilson’s recommendations line up with the research. He emphasizes:
“Trump and other Republicans ‘know that boutique policies in a Walmart
nation won’t sell. You know how many Americans are going to pull the lever for
the Democratic nominee over esoteric issues like court-packing, reparations,
gerrymandering and late-term abortion? Not enough to win 2020. Not in the
states they need to swing, even with supercharged turnout. GOP consultants
and elected officials know that Trump’s secret weapon was weaponizing
grievances. They desperately want this to be a culture war election.”

Wilson continues, speaking to Democrats:
“This isn’t about revving up your base. Trump does that for you with every
manic tweet and every cruel act and gives you the rarest of luxuries in the
American political landscape: the chance to talk to the middle, not the edge,
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and to do so from early on…. in poll after poll voters tell us what they want their
elected leaders to talk about and focus on… after four years of lying and
kleptocracy, 2020 presents Democrats with a chance to recapture the center on
markets, opportunity, and freedom. Trump has ceded every one of these
areas…
“There’s a different between an empty promise and a broken one.
“Democratic candidates can’t come in blind to their own failures. Bill Clinton
and Barack Obama promised to restore jobs, manufacturing, unions and the rest
of the old signifiers of the industrial heartland with gauzy, hazy ‘Well, we’ll
retrain you to become an organic solar panel installer and holistic home health
care aide.’ They never truly delivered… giving the cynical Trump a path to win
voters…
“Don’t promise magic from Washington, but rather to be forgotten America’s
fiercest advocate, not biggest bureaucrat. This is a chance for Democrats to be
seen as heroes for the working-class voters Trump snatched up… not as neosocialists, PC snitches, nanny-state hall monitors, or soft-handed academics.
Working class messaging, well, works. Talk more like Mike Rowe… and watch
the people who switched from Obama to Trump take another look. A little
more Bubba and a little less stern-faced, super-woke speech commissar.”

Nearly everything in this proposal is designed to counter this complex, intertwined rural
resentment, by making a real difference in communities and micro-cities now, by engaging
Americans in everything, by asking leaders to listen, and by charting a path forward together with
Americans. Tools like the urban/rural exchange possibility in the prior section on “Bias” can be
helpful for shifting resentment as well.
Resentment may be a wicked problem. That doesn’t mean we can’t successfully navigate it, and turn
the ship. A one-degree course change made on one side of the ocean makes an enormous difference
by the time you get to the other side of that ocean – you can end up on a whole different continent.
With a plan, we can make very real change, at scale. This resentment is not permanent nor
immovable. It can be diffused, de-fused, addressed, shifted, and turned around. It won’t happen
overnight, and it can’t happen with platitudes and flakiness.
Community is powerful in America – and especially in smaller and more tightly-knit rural areas that
have leaned Republican. People know each other. They are slow to change. They know everything
about the places where they live. Yet – they will notice shifts, they will hear what others have gotten
involved with, they will watch deep community work… and they can tell when leaders, organizations,
and government agencies hear what they are asking for and go about making it happen.
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13. The Social Contract, Institutions, Federalism,
& Government
SECTION OVERVIEW: WHY WE NEED THE SHIFT THE COUNTRY FRAMEWORK
The framework alluded to in this Proposal to Shift the Country is a combination of tools for
organizations and individuals to use for building power, creating spectacle, driving the public agenda,
leveraging social networks to expand reach – and pushing for civic engagement at scale. The
importance of messaging, language, social network aspects, and some aspects of the public agenda
and narrative have been covered in Sections 1-12 of this proposal.
The main goal of this section is to go over key reasons why it is critical to build power, do widespread
civic engagement, hold society and institutions together, and evolve the public agenda and
corresponding social contract. It’s about risk, and about what’s at stake, too.
One of the reasons an aspiring tyrant is typically able to gain traction is because of the perception
that society, government, and institutions are not serving everyone (covered further in this section),
but another reason is because civic engagement (including voter participation) has significantly
atrophied in the democracy.
An engaged majority is one of the surest and proven ways to push back on emerging
authoritarianism, and also to push back on oligarchy – including nationalist oligarchy that spreads
divisiveness, which can keep a majority from forming and pushing back. Voting and protests are ways
for citizens to engage and act as a majority – yet they are only two of the ways. The tools pitched in
this proposal (which are now available at www.shiftthecountry.com) are designed to help people and
groups do civic engagement in the structural areas of society, and at every level of government – in
addition to voting and protesting. Voting and protests are heavily covered by other initiatives, so
they are not the focus here – but that does not take away from their critical importance as areas in
which a majority of people can get engaged.
The Shift the Country civic engagement tools are designed to address some of the critical risks in
emerging authoritarianism and in a spreading nationalist oligarchy – including steadily eroding
institutions, eroding norms, dissolving ethics, increasing chaos, seizures of power, increasing
privatization of public goods, an increasing concentration of wealth, and at the core: a need to
update the social contract and the public agenda so that government and institutions better serve an
actual majority of citizens.
Civic engagement work and the community, solidarity, teamwork, and connection that go with it can
help counter the fear spread by emerging tyranny and related chaos – but also to counter the
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accumulated resentment brought about by years of culture wars in the US. Imagine a phenomenon
of messaging, activity, and engagement around community, connection, coming together, and shared
stakes; or problem-solving, big vision, and the country we (the majority) want to see. Imagine longterm strategy and realistic plans to get there, versus being in a persistently reactive state to a
government and political system long since atrophied, gridlocked, and now being actively eroded.
Massive engagement in everything can help us get there; and to drive the direction we all go in, too.
Civic engagement also helps us get more deeply engaged and entrenched as a majority in all of the
mechanisms of society and government at every level. That depth of engagement is a key to making
transformation long-term, and to building a country with increased equity, equality, justice, wealth
distribution, services, sustainability, resilience, and so many of the other things that help a society
grow, flourish, and thrive. We’re long overdue for more of those things; the framework here is built
to help us get there in strategic and purposeful ways that operate within the structures of established
civil society.
This proposal has been assembled to bring all of this information together in one place, so that we
can build a serious initiative to push for civic engagement at scale, in an array of ways – and also so
that we can build and grow power, drive the public agenda as a serious opposition agenda (especially
as it relates to the social contract), and leverage social networks online and in the real world to
facilitate widespread action, shift, and eventually – transformation.
This section gets into the structures of society and details on the certain aspects of government that
motivate the “why.” We talk often in the US about being in a “Constitutional crisis” for various
reasons tied to the Trump Administration, but the steady emergence of a serious threat of tyranny
and oligarchy also indicate serious structural issues in society behind a constitution. Any constitution
– or social contract – only holds as long as the majority of society agrees to uphold and agree to it.
When and if that agreement becomes unstable – a very serious, fundamental, and deep
Constitutional crisis emerges… and possibly very quickly.
It is not uncommon for a tyrant and/or oligarch to seize additional power in the midst of chaos which
they are often responsible for causing or increasing. It is significantly easier for such a tyrant to seize
power if there is a more widespread devolution of society itself; a devolution in which the social
contract has been abandoned.
This work is designed at its roots to mitigate these risks, to help grow engagement and cohesion to
help hold society and the social contract together, and to refresh the commitments and the
engagement of a majority of Americans to this shared country.
Finally, the assembled framework here has been strategically designed to account for many of the
recommendations of historians and survivors of tyranny, oligarchy, and nationalism. Several are cited
throughout the proposal and in the References & Background at the end of it, but one of the most
notable is historian Timothy Snyder. The Shift the Country civic engagement framework is designed
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to provide a sort of roadmap, strategy, and some tactics for operationalizing recommendations from
Snyder’s short book “On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons From The Twentieth Century” and from various
media interviews.
Now to more details on “The Social Contract, Institutions, Federalism, & Government” and the
corresponding risk landscape (where risk = threat + vulnerability + consequences).
THE SPECTRE OF AUTHORITARIANISM
The phenomenon of the Trump election has led to much theorizing and research. Vox put out a piece
during the 2016 election called “The Rise of American Authoritarianism,” highlighting trends, history,
and academic work on the subject (Taub, 2016). Others have noted a worldwide trend toward
support for “strongmen.”
Sources indicate that this tendency is driven by a perceived failure or lack of confidence in the social
contract, in related government, and in related institutions. The Resentment section of this proposal
is about all of these things. While resentment is indeed also mixed with bias – that mixture doesn’t
change that the resentment exists. The strongman-type tends to leverage and amplify this
resentment, disenchantment, and anger to get into office.
A strongman continues along this path once in office – yet offers no solutions. This type of leader
brings anger, some destruction, and a sort of abyss due to the spiral. If the leader is effective,
tyranny results – with a resulting full-fledged dictator or similar. An ineffective leader in a country
where there are supposed to be legal checks on his power is something like we have with Mr. Trump,
who is a strongman-wannabe so far operating without deep strategy, organization, or highly effective
execution. He does manage to have enormous impacts on the US and its government as its
president; if he were more organized, strategic, or effective, he would be exponentially more
damaging and dangerous than he already is.
An engaged citizenry have the opportunity to counter an ineffective strongman in a Democratic
republic with checks and balances such as exists in the US. As has already been noted, the entire
Shift the Country framework is designed to incorporate and operationalize recommendations from
historians and other experts for countering tyranny. Civic engagement at scale is part of this
framework, but so are related, deliberate actions to counter fear, to help people pull each other
forward, to increase connection and community, and to hold society and institutions together in the
midst of increasing shock and chaos.
TRAUMA
An emerging authoritarian, tyrant, or strongman-type thrives on chaos. One of the ways in which
they seize more power is by acting in the midst of widespread shock and trauma that they often
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cause, in a society in which they are already eroding norms, ethics, morals, and institutions.
Persistent and ongoing shock helps to cause overwhelm and to stymie counter-responses, resistance,
opposition, and any other successful assemblage of a majority that can push back on the emerging
tyranny.
An engaged majority is key to pushing back emerging tyranny and oligarchy – but it is also critical to
keeping up morale, to countering fear, to upholding the social contract, and to countering
disenchantment, disengagement, trauma, shock, overwhelm, and straight-up widespread despair.
Despair helps keep people down. It helps people give up. It helps people feel isolated, and to
decrease confidence in any shared society, in its institutions, or in any social contract.
Countering a phenomenon of despair is one of the key benefits civic engagement – while
simultaneously increasing connection, community, a sense of belonging, faith in humanity, and
renewed confidence in the existing shared society. People engaging with everything, everywhere can
even bring hope. And as per the Star Wars movie Rogue One, “Rebellions are built on hope.”
RUSSIA
Mr. Trump differs from the tendencies of some authoritarian-leaning leaders in his administration’s
tendency to de-regulate and privatize government where possible, which actually weakens the
nation-state. He has taken many actions that weaken national security, acting against advice from
within his own administration. Many authoritarian leaders desire and build a strong state; Mr.
Trump’s assorted actions continue to weaken ours. The drivers and motivations behind his actions
will be the subject of much debate as the situation in the US unfolds and as historians look back on
this time, but for the purposes of this work – the actions themselves are what’s in front of us. The
fact is that the US president is actively weakening this republic, and that’s a problem.
The case of Russia is notable for comparison. It is an authoritarian state with a nationalist oligarchy,
unregulated capitalism, blatant corruption, inequality, and a reputation for crime. It is a nation-state,
yet runs in some ways more like a crime syndicate. While Russia is a superpower, its strength and
power does not come from a dynamic, thriving country and populace. Its power comes from money,
leverage, loyalty, corruption, threats, crime, military action, and intelligence and influence operations
– among other things. It is a nation run by an ex-KGB agent; a country that inherited much from the
USSR, including assets, knowledge, intelligence, and capabilities from a very long Cold War. One
asset is the long accumulation and collection of intelligence that would provide Russian leadership
and operatives with a deep understanding of the US, who we are, what we’re about, what we value,
how we operate, what our culture is like, where our weaknesses and vulnerabilities are, and how to
cause deep division and discord. A Russian dictator who is a former KGB agent is perfectly positioned
to leverage exactly those kinds of assets to further his own agendas.
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Russia seeks to increase its power and influence in the world. A weakened US means we put less
checks on Russia’s expansion of influence and control around the world through both its official
means, and through its network of oligarchs. Russia has long been seeking to weaken the US. Since
the Trump Administration began, the US has weakened significantly, and continues to do so. Certain
US checks on Russia’s power have also decreased, or been removed.
Russia seeks to undermine democracy, to sow chaos, and to push division – around the world, in
democratic strongholds and regions… but especially in the US. Russian influence operations in the US
to interfere with elections and to sow chaos, division, and discord have had very real impacts on
American society. Heavy Russian disinformation operations for the 2016 election have evolved and
shifted since that time but are ongoing. They will continue to evolve and iterate. They are
particularly good at inflaming racial tensions and messaging to further voter disenchantment and
voter suppression, but they are likely to seize on any opportunity to spread disinformation that can
further spread discord, chaos, and division in the US, or disinformation that can knowingly weaken US
society, institutions, norms, and the social contract.
The framework in this Proposal to Shift the Country can help counter this Russian threat in various
ways. In general, work we do together as Americans engaging with everything in communities
everywhere shifting this country can increase our resilience and readiness for whatever risk is coming
in the future. Deliberate, intentional actions to look after each other and to embrace our humanity
and our democracy protect the sacred entity that is this country – while actively countering the
intended divisiveness the Russian attack is intended to foment. Community, alliance, and group work
can also help us with specific missions or structural areas such as protecting the integrity and
processes of our elections (see the tools for engaging with everything at www.shiftthecountry.com).
Driving the narrative, setting the agenda, creating spectacle, effective framing and messaging, and
the use of tipping points can amplify all of this activity. (TOOLS)
Community, connection, solidarity, empathy, and storytelling are keys to the shift, too. E pluribus
unum: out of many, one. (TOOLS)
There are also opportunities for Democrats and left-leaning organizations, alliances, and leaders to do
more with messaging and framing on the subject of Mr. Trump weakening the US, on the extensive
intelligence and legal documentation on the national security issues, on ties to Russia, on the Russian
governing model, and so on. (TOOL)
One of the challenges with these kinds of previously unimaginable threats is denial, because it does
seem unreal that this is the risk landscape we are living in. Talking about this risk, acknowledging it,
researching it, facing the awkwardness of it, and working to understand and comprehend it can help
make it more manageable – and can help punch through the related trauma, shock, and overwhelm.
This may be especially true for those who grew up in various stages of the Cold War, who have a hard
time with the notion that Russia remains a serious threat to this country and that that threat is real,
persistent, and ongoing. Civic engagement and the tools in this framework for engaging with
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everything (now at www.shiftthecountry.com) are intentionally created to help power through this
kind of shock and trauma. (TOOL)
INSTITUTIONS, THE SOCIAL CONTRACT, & THE AGENDA
A major challenge of a strongman-type coming to power is that that person got there because at least
some portion of the population found that it was worth “blowing up the system” or bringing in a
disruptor – as the social contract was no longer serving them. In these scenarios, people have
determined that the institutions of government are no longer functional, or are not serving their
specific needs or agenda. Researchers have indicated that much of the rural resentment in America is
indeed tied to perceptions that the federal government does not serve rural voters – or that others
are getting something they deserve (resentment that is often intertwined with bias). See the whole
section on “Resentment” for more. The inclination to “blow things up” is also tied to a loss of hope,
and a feeling of despair.
There is an opportunity to do organizational, advocacy, language, and messaging work in this area to
address the concerns of these voters. There is also an opportunity to create an actionable, realistic,
updated agenda that addresses people’s concerns. If people do not see an agenda that works for
them, they will not feel invested in the social contract. When people are not invested in the social
contract – at scale – we have a problem. The US is at a point where we can turn the ship – but it’s
going to take serious work.
Creating an agenda that speaks to those who have felt disenfranchised – across the entire array of
Americans, and there are many – will require listening to everyone and finding something new.
Haque notes that “there is not a single positive agenda for the American future accepted by its bodies
social or politic” (2017). Klein advises that “for things to change, something must supplant these
primal worldviews as the dividing line between the parties” (2018).
History indicates that the most successful counter to tyranny is the creation of a new, strong
agenda that appeals to a majority of the population, renews faith in institutions, and renews hope
in government. It is possible to get there. Many of the tools (now at www.shiftthecountry.com) in
the Proposal to Shift the Country are geared for identifying what’s critical to the agenda for people
where they live, and raising a ruckus about those things. Setting the agenda, and driving the
narrative. There are lists of ideas and opportunities in Section 14 – Resilience, Economy, Innovation,
Energy, & Infrastructure. The tools are excellent vehicles for leaders, organizations, elected officials,
and advocacy or political campaigns at every level to use to facilitate engagement, to build vision, to
listen to, to capture input from, and to get investment and commitment from Americans everywhere.
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FEDERALISM & INSTITUTIONS
Two key approaches to counter authoritarianism are maintaining and strengthening institutions, and
the existence and upholding of checks and balances. Institutions are part of the social contract, as
addressed above. When it is perceived that institutions no longer work, people are willing to walk
away from the social contract. That is the gist of several sub-sections here, and is also a key in the
“Resentment” section.
The protection of institutions themselves is critical in countering the rise of authoritarianism. In the
US, the current president’s attack on the institutions of a free press, law enforcement, the rule of law,
the justice system, and the US intelligence community are excellent illustrations of a strongman-type
seeking to erode institutions to solidify his own power. Each of those institutions present a specific
threat to Mr. Trump, and as such have been targeted by him and his allies.
Historians and researchers tell us that institutions matter when authoritarianism is a threat, and
especially once a strongman-type is in office. Upholding institutions is critical to maintaining a civil
society and a sense of normalcy. Tyrants seek chaos and panic – in part so that they can further their
role as the strongman-hero. The erosion of institutions helps them create the chaos they think they
need to justify their existence.
Civil society needs institutions. Protecting institutions is something that everyday voters can engage
with in various ways. Upholding and protecting specific institutions, such as the electoral system, are
causes with specific and often well-developed approaches engagement. Other types of engagement
will need to be developed, or will evolve as situations evolve.
Institutions exist at every level – not just the federal one. The stability of state, local, non-profit,
faith-based, and private-sector institutions is as critical as the stability of federal ones. The institution
that is the free press is one of the most high-profile institutions in our current moment. Nonprofit,
service, services, infrastructure, educational, arts, training, and all kinds of other institutions are
critical in American society, culture, and communities everywhere.
We have seen a bit of the power of federalism as a check on Mr. Trump’s power. The principles of
federalism have provided some checks and balances on the current administration through various
approaches, including via legislation, law enforcement action, gubernatorial and other action, and
through the courts. Federalism is the system of distributed government laid out in the US
Constitution. States, local governments, and tribes all have certain power, authority, rights, and
jurisdiction separate from the Federal government. This distributed authority does give some
resilience and strength, albeit piecemeal and inconsistent. Still, it can be leveraged – especially in
areas with strong and effective state and local leadership. Strategic and/or widespread civic
engagement can help leverage the power of federalism at any level.
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There is an opportunity for two-fold action here. Some of the tools in the Proposal to Shift the
Country (now at www.shiftthecountry.com) can help strengthen federal, state, local, and tribal
governments and institutions while at the same time increasing civic engagement.
Several of the Shift the Country engagement tools are in the community realm. The identified
structural areas for action designate some of the institutions, such as the institution of free and fair
elections. These civic engagement tools are intended to increase widespread engagement in
government, institutions, public agendas, and the social contract itself. If we can create a shift in
these things through deeper and more widespread community work, we can to create a longerlasting shift in the direction of the country as well.
The Shift the Country work increases voter engagement, investment, buy-in, commitment to, and
involvement in public agendas, institutions, and the social contract itself. The path to tyranny
involves despair. The path away from tyranny requires real work done together, faith in that work,
connection to it, connection to other people, and achievable vision.
FEDERALISM: LOCAL JURISDICTIONS & STATES’ RIGHTS
One of the previously well-established Republican party platforms that has evaporated recently is the
emphasis on states’ rights. The current Republican administration has taken actions that undermine
states’ rights, for example – in reference to pipeline oversight. The Republican party has also taken
certain actions to strengthen state-level powers over local jurisdictions – for example, for
immigration enforcement. State power actions such as those that created the contaminated water
disaster in Flint, Michigan are also in this category.
This is an action and messaging opportunity for activists, advocacy, and organizations on the
Democratic side. Federalism is a bedrock principle of our republic, which the Republican party does
not appear to be actively supporting. Organizations and activists on the left can bring attention to
the impacts, especially through storytelling – sharing stories from voters, and from state and local
officials. Local jurisdictions are meant to be the strongest entities in our republic. Republican actions
are eroding that. (TOOLS)
The principle of federalism can also be leveraged as a civic engagement tool to help Americans
everywhere engage with everything, and to make shift happen in the various structural areas of
society. As chaos spreads, it will be increasingly critical to get involved in every level of government –
to hold society together, to protect institutions, to help navigate whatever disruption exists, and to
make short-term change and long-term transformation.
INSTITUTIONS: THE RULE OF LAW
With the recent release of the Mueller report, the Democratic side is in a moment of soul-searching.
Specific to countering tyranny and a strongman-type, research indicates that upholding institutions is
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critical. Law and order is such an institution, and elected representatives are elected in part to
uphold the rule of law. The Democratic side is in a position to take organizational action in this area.
There are opportunities for messaging, framing, and also for alliances – especially with elected
officials supporting upholding the rule of law, rooting out corruption such as that demonstrated by
the Trump Administration, and transforming law enforcement to better serve Americans at every
level. The Republican party has been largely ceding the high ground on the rule of law. The left can
do so much more with this area – especially as it ties to the social contract itself, the public agenda,
and having law enforcement institutions that work better for our communities, and at every level of
government.
The moment is an opportunity for leadership; for modeling the behaviour we want future
generations to emulate. It is an opportunity for moral courage. With much to come.
Upholding the rule of law and the institution of law enforcement is critical to upholding the social
contract. That being said, as the situation in the US intensifies, the institution of law enforcement
and the justice system itself is likely to be significantly challenged by pressures from the emerging
tyranny and its loyalists as well as from systemic issues tied to the social contract itself, and to certain
aspects of the atrophying social contract that need transformation – such as systemic racism. Again,
the tools for civic engagement (at www.shifttthecountry.com) for use in various structural aspects of
society can help to navigate this, but it is likely to intensify before any of it resolves or transforms.
MESSAGING: TELL THE GOVERNMENT STORIES
There is an opportunity for political messaging, language, and frames to reflect the areas above.
It is critical for messaging on the left to highlight services the government provides, what tax dollars
actually do, how the federal government is largely designed to facilitate commerce, how specific
services are designed to that end so that community members can develop specialties and businesses
while the government handles certain functions, and so on. Public goods are often created to
facilitate private-sector commerce: roads, airports, the US Department of Commerce, the National
Weather Service (redundant, as it’s in Commerce), support for farmers, public utilities, the Small
Business Administration… the lists are as long as government itself. Government contracts and
government research are also intended to facilitate commerce.
It is a message we don’t tell enough.
Supportive, valuing government-related messaging coming from organizations and leaders on the left
would be helpful. Based on the research, it could address known resentment, put forward public
agendas that serve all Americans better everywhere, be grounded in shared values that apply to all
voters, convey a sense of safety and security, and that speak to abundance, hope, and the ability of
Americans to find a way forward.
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The literature – and a few pundits – have said that the left needs to come out with much stronger
frames and messaging in support of government itself, the protections it provides, why we have
regulations, what all of the things are in the common good (many of which we saw highlighted during
the shutdown) how government facilitates commerce, how it fosters innovation, the science it
conducts, national security, public safety, the data it tracks, government analysis, its impact on the
economy in so many ways, and what the social contract is all about. Our government as a whole is a
part of how we maintain our position as a world superpower – it is not just about military might. It
is the whole package.
The Republican party has in the past taken the position that big government is Bad… for fiscal
responsibility reasons, or because of regulatory measures, oversight, accountability, etc. Clearly fiscal
responsibility right is not a priority; the 2017 tax law and corresponding rising deficits show that. The
total obstruction of President Obama’s agenda by Congressional Republicans brought government to
a standstill for two entire presidential terms. The Republican party is not a party that is FOR very
much. Unless you are a large corporation, already wealthy, or heavily evangelical. It’s not a party
that’s FOR everyday Americans in communities across this country. That’s a story that could use
more attention – with a heavy focus on arguments around related values and morality.
Stories about the current Republican administration’s damage to the United States Government
could also use more attention. The damage is real – and it’s spectacular. And not at all in ways that
most serve Americans, anywhere. There is ample material on all of the government damage that
hasn’t made it into major news coverage – from deregulation to mining to corruption to losses in
service to program cuts to harm to people and the environment. The list is literally endless. Moral
arguments and storytelling about impacts can again be stronger than facts and figures for reaching
wider audiences.
Here’s an example. We have a rise in hate crime, and the Trump administration reportedly cut or
closed the office for Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) in DHS almost right away after coming in to
office. Lots to talk about there. In another example, the Secretary of Education has cut protections,
programs, and funds for any number of things – these actions have demonstrable real-world impacts.
We can find impacts and tell the stories. Various groups and individuals have been tracking the
administration’s damage in countless areas. The persistent news tsunami makes it difficult for these
stories to get widespread coverage in traditional media, but people and organizations can – and
already are – telling the stories. We can ramp that up.
Organizations and activists can tie actions and impacts of the Republican administration and Senate
to the real world, and to real communities. Raising a fuss about what the Republican party is doing to
the government the party was entrusted to manage can create a buzz, bring attention, and help drive
the agenda. People are invested in the government as it exists today – and they want to know what
we are all going to do about the mess.
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NATIONAL SECURITY & HOMELAND SECURITY
Neither left-leaning advocacy groups and leaders or the Republican party have recently advocated for
strong positions on national security or homeland security overall – with the single exception of
issues tied to the southern border and related immigration actions and policies implemented by the
US government. The Democratic side’s reaction to the Russian attack on our 2016 election has been
somewhat muted overall. Attention to national security is inherently critical for the nation, for its
position in the world, and for our way of life as we’ve come to know it. Most recent national security
attention has been the use of fear. Fear was used heavily on the Republican side to influence the
2018 mid-term elections. Where is the national security agenda otherwise? Short of isolationism,
fear, and the whims of a strongman-wannabe president, the current Republican administration has
no clearly defined foreign affairs policies or strategy, and a severely limited homeland security
strategy. This leaves a vacuum.
Why is this relevant for winning rural, suburban, and exurban areas? Because the Republican party’s
fear-based messaging is what’s getting all of the attention. There is no significant alternative agenda
that is getting discussion.
As noted in the opening section on “Situation and Risk,” former Homeland Security Janet Napolitano
writes “we get into trouble when political ideology is thrown into the mix. A stubborn or willful
misreading of the threat environment leads to poor management of resources and results in failure.
And in this regard, I regret to say, we are backsliding terribly” (Napolitano & Breslau, 2019). Our
country is more vulnerable today because of Republican party action and non-action in terms of
national security – in a wide array of areas. The president himself speaks regularly against his own
national security apparatus, including the US Intelligence Community. Yet recent Republican
messaging is about how Democrats are “soft on security.”
It is critical for leaders and organizations on the left to provide leadership in this area. Being against
the actions of the current administration (such as separating families, or considering closing the
southern border) is not a strategy. Moral leadership and strong messaging will be as critical as
making the case on security points such as former Secretary Napolitano has in the piece referenced
above.
Organizations and leadership on the left have a chance to shift the Overton window here, as well.
There is an opportunity. More than that: there is necessity. A national security vacuum is not a void
that will hold for long. Those seeking power will make moves into the space, and if the US is not
leaning forward ideologically and otherwise, the consequences are likely to be significant.
A few considerations:


The Intelligence Community (IC) released a Worldwide Threat Assessment in early
2019, laying out short- and long-term threats to the security of the US. The 2019 WTA
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aligns generally with a lengthy public interview from the Director of National
Intelligence (DNI) at The Aspen Institute in the summer of 2018. These items are
highlighted at the front of this proposal, in the “Situation and Risk” section. There is
no significant indication at this point that the IC and/or these work products have been
compromised by this administration, or that the threats described are not viable. The
Republican party has no clear or present strategy to address these threats. Some of
the threats are economic; some relate to the world order itself. This proposal is built
with these threats in mind – for the short- and long-term. Leadership and
organizations on the left could put forward aggressive ideas and strategies for the US
to face these threats. The threats are clear. Realistic actions and postures could be
proposed to counter them.


The DHS and the Office for the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) were created in
a post-9/11 world for very specific reasons. The current administration is not paying
attention to most of the real threats facing the US today, and is driven instead by
presidential whims, relationships, and fear-mongering. Indications are that some
actual post-9/11 work has been abandoned, moved lower on the priority list, or
stopped.



The current Republican administration’s action and hyper-focus on 1) the southern
border, and 2) the wholesale detention and deportation of all “illegal” immigrants has
shifted resources away from other homeland security priorities. For example, the
Obama Administration prioritized high-value targets for detention and deportation,
often tied to investigations, threats, and/or specific intelligence related to terrorism,
drug trafficking, money laundering, human trafficking, etc. How many high-value
targets are we not arresting and deporting, because DHS law enforcement has shifted
their focus to general immigration arrests and deportations en masse, or in great
volume? How much more effectiveness could we get from staffing and strategy,
versus a physical wall? What are the specific impacts to our military preparedness
from diverting national security funds from DOD to DHS to build a wall?



A security-only focus to the risk landscape is expensive and not comprehensive.
Security will inevitably fail; some threats cannot be countered by security measures –
such as public health issues, humanitarian crises, disaster, and climate change.
Resilience brings strength and flexibility, where security is rigid and brittle. The US
would be well-served to increase resilience-building work in a Whole-of-Government
and Whole-Community approach. Increased disaster, economic, community, business,
and government resilience will help us be better prepared to address known and
unknown challenges on the horizon. Funding local and state government for incident
management, disaster resilience, mutual aid, public health, and disaster mitigation will
strengthen our resilience and security as well.
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DHS Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE): there has been a push from some
on the left to “Abolish ICE.” ICE’s Homeland Security Investigations (HSI) component
was (in prior administrations) critical to investigations, intelligence monitoring, arrest,
and prosecution of high-value targets, as noted above. Any homeland security
strategy should address countering very real threats to the US. Abolishing all of ICE
without addressing key law enforcement and national security considerations would
not improve the security of the US, but rather weaken it. That being said, this
Republican administration may have already negated or removed these strategic
homeland security risk management approaches, as described above as prioritizing
strategy for action in prior administrations.



The current administration has shifted resources away and may have closed offices
focused on domestic efforts for Countering Violent Extremism (CVE). Recent news
reports indicate that intelligence assets have been shifted away from this work; prior
reports indicated that an office was closed in DHS. This is one example of many in
shifts in homeland security policy that have real effects on US communities – and on
the very real threat of domestic terrorism, especially in the form of well-organized
white supremacist groups. This threat has evolved and increased since Trump’s
campaign began in 2015, and has been amplified by his rhetoric, Russian
disinformation, and other well-funded sources fomenting division, divisiveness, and
hate. The administration’s diminishment of federal capabilities to track, monitor,
pursue, and prosecute these groups significantly weakens US homeland security, and
allows known threats to persist and expand.



The current administration and the Republican majority as a whole have been weak or
slow to act on the current, active threat posed by Russian interference in future
elections including for 2020, or in response to Russian attacks on our 2016 election.
There is ample evidence that cybersecurity work is being done in this area, which is
more indicative of IC priorities more than political priorities. However, we have no
evidence of a proportional response ever having been taken against Russia, despite the
IC making clear that such options exist and are ready for use. Very little has been done
by the Republican majority in Congress or by the Republican administration outside
the IC to fund or structure government-wide action in response to Russia’s attack or
ongoing threat. This is an area where state and local action coordinated by a strong
federal strategy could be significant, as election processes are state and local
institutions. Funding for programs to support state and local government has not
materialized. Coordinated leadership and strategy to address the threat across the
federal interagency has not materialized – for election security and protection, for
cybersecurity, or for countering disinformation. There is a general vacuum in
messaging in this area, other than random commentary from on the left about how
the Republican party used to be against Russia. Strong messaging from Democratic
organizations, activists, and leadership at every level about the very real threat Russia
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poses to the US, to our economy, and to our way of life could be helpful, including a
focus on Russia’s intentions to weaken the US, and why they want to. Russia is an
example of unconstrained and unregulated capitalism; a nation of corruption, crime,
and oligarchy seeking to sow division, discord, and chaos in the US to weaken us
internally. Organizations on the left could counter this Russian intention with work on
community, inclusiveness, taking care of each other, strength, making government
work for all of us, and so on. And then we can actually do all of that – by shifting the
country. This is discussed in more detail in the Russia sub-section above.


Climate change is a national security issue. The WTA notes several issues related to
climate on the horizon that the US will have to deal with, including increased risks for
climate-related migration, and disease risks to include epidemics and pandemics. As
the American public is not fully engaged on climate change as an urgent issue,
organizations and activists on the left can do more to educate voters on what the
threats are, and how they will impact Americans. Storytelling and moral arguments
would be helpful.



Immigration is a tough issue. Immigration, requests for asylum, and refugee
migrations are likely to increase – due to the growing number of failed nation-states,
climate change, threats of disease, and other issues. The Democratic side would be
well-served to put out some big ideas on addressing immigration that connect with
both homeland security and with a long-term vision for strengthening this country
through diversity, innovation, education, and various ways in which embracing and
welcoming people from around the world helps us be better across the board. The
values section of this proposal gets into world view, with some authors surveyed
proposing that those on the left could show moral courage in certain areas – and that
that moral courage would resonate more if the moral arguments were clearly spelled
out, often. This is the political side that is perhaps meant to be about humanity – but
we don’t always make the moral argument about why. This is worth considering in
framing ways forward and messaging related to immigration. The literature also
indicates that messaging on abundance and safety will have impacts.



STEM expansion, research, and development will be critical for the US’ homeland and
national security to effectively deal with the challenges that the country faces now and
in the future.



Our national security is in jeopardy when we don’t take care of those who protect it.
For example, “Rural America protects all of America. Rural Americans make up
approximately 15 percent of our total population, but they are more than 30 percent
of those serving in the military. Young people living in rural areas understand that our
country guarantees their liberty and freedom. And they know that creates a duty to
give back” (Vilsack, 2018). “Instead we have veterans struggling to access quality
PROPOSAL to SHIFT THE COUNTRY

Written by Vanessa R. Burnett, Counterfear LLC. www.shiftthecountry.com. Adoption, distribution, & use with permission only.
Original Proposal © Copyright April 2019. Adapted for Public Release © Copyright October 2020. All rights reserved.
93

health care and benefits” in rural and urban areas (Jerauld, 2019). “Veterans coping
with depression, substance abuse, and PTSD without adequate support. Veterans
without meaningful employment, or housing. Veterans who fear being stigmatized for
talking about their military service with others” (Jerauld, 2019). Organizations,
leaders, and activists on the left can work to make a difference for active duty service
members and for veterans in a number of ways, and in communities everywhere.
Doing so helps us take care of each other, and also strengthens our shared national
security.
These are a few of many areas in national security and homeland security. This list leaves out an
enormous array of diplomatic and international relations, military, domestic, and countless other
issues on national security. It is not meant to be comprehensive. It is meant to provide a few
examples; some food for thought. The left has not been strong on national security, but it could be.
Especially when there is a vacuum – or active denial or obfuscation of threats such as those
presented by Russia.
There is so much more happening in terms of our national and homeland security. We need to pay
attention to it, to actively discuss it, and to be serious about being ready for it. The Republican party
has abdicated all responsibility on the national security front; yet national security is by definition
essential to our stability and survival as a nation. It is critical that leaders and organizations on the
left get more involved. Without a decisive and clear national security posture, our country is
vulnerable.
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14. Economy, Innovation, Resilience, Energy,
Agriculture, & Infrastructure
This section is about principles, high-level ideas, vision, and transformation. It is a transition from the
more analytical approach in sections in 1-13 into implementation and use. Into making shift happen
out in the real world; in the structures of society. These subjects are deeply intertwined; this is a
cursory survey of them. Each of the subjects in this section are enormous, wide-reaching, and critical
as we shift the country. There is no way to do them justice, and each is tied to extensive additional
potential, notes, initiatives, and research. To do justice on each would require writing one or several
books.
This is a set of ideas for further development and exploration; like rock cairns on a mountain trail.
They help us get a sense for where we can go next.
This section is the substance in many of the tools to help people engage with everything (now at
www.shiftthecountry.com). Three of the community and economic resilience concepts in Section 5,
“E Pluribus Unum: Community & Humanity,” also underlie this section, from the Section 5 subsection on “Placemaking, Social Infrastructure, & Complex Adaptive Coalitions.” Most of the ideas in
this section are relevant for urban, suburban, exurban, and rural areas, although a few of the ideas
are specific to rural areas.
The spirit of this entire Proposal to Shift the Country as alluded to in the Introduction is to help move
us toward a more just, equitable, resilient, sustainable society that better serves all of the people
better. Every single aspect of this work is meant to be inclusive, and to engage Americans from every
part of society. Deep transformation and structural change is needed. We have deep inequalities,
systemic racism, deeply embedded misogyny, discrimination all over the place, increasing wealth
inequality, a culture of resentment, a culture that embraces violence… and on and on. There’s no
way to list all of the things.
The point here is that this proposal recognizes that to make serious and real transformation – shift –
that truly addresses some of the wicked problems in our society, we need to have everybody at the
table. We need to have everybody engaged with everything, as people are able, across an array of
structural areas. We need leadership and listening as much as we need engagement. We need to
make every effort to follow, recognize, listen to, account for, defer to, and accommodate voices that
may often have been overlooked, quiet, marginalized, or left out. We need to also recognize
longstanding initiatives and efforts that have been deep in these fights for transformation for
decades – or even for centuries. We will make more transformation better and more effectively if we
anchor to and expand existing work where we can, if are intentional about inclusion and actually
listening, and if we are deliberate, thoughtful, and thorough in our approaches.

PROPOSAL to SHIFT THE COUNTRY

Written by Vanessa R. Burnett, Counterfear LLC. www.shiftthecountry.com. Adoption, distribution, & use with permission only.
Original Proposal © Copyright April 2019. Adapted for Public Release © Copyright October 2020. All rights reserved.
95

The risk aspects of the Proposal to Shift the Country analysis in Sections 1-13 give an array of threats
on the US horizon, while noting a decreasing science and technology capability in the US. Threats
include the risk of cyberattacks; terrorist attacks; humanitarian crises; climate and environmental
impacts; the increasing number of failed nation-states; an upset in the world order; and the likelihood
for increases in migration and public health issues. While the US maintains its status as a world
economic superpower, China and Russia are bearing down, and making inroads.
The US has not well-positioned itself to face this evolving risk landscape. Our educational systems do
not effectively prepare young people for today’s world, or help older adults learn new skills to adapt
to quickly changing technologies. The Republican party supports big businesses and deep wealth, but
not small businesses, entrepreneurialism, and our community main streets. Who is supporting these
things that our communities need to flourish and thrive?
We face great challenges. These challenges bring economic opportunity as well – which has been
well demonstrated. We know we can turn the tide – and we know we can do it fast. The US
economy and manufacturing base made enormous changes after the Pearl Harbor attack. There are
some in the business world who have indicated that businesses will need to make a “big pivot” to
address the threat of climate change (Winston, 2014).
There are many with big, realistic visions for the country we can be. We need to create, foster, and
grow the political and public will that facilitates investment in that future.
We need executable plans and realistic strategy to get us there. Anyone and everyone on the left can
helps us have those discussions and to take action at every level by engaging with everything, raising
a ruckus, building power through alliances, and leveraging social networks to expand reach. The
Proposal to Shift the Country is intended as a baseline, foundational document and set of civic
engagement tools and strategy to help us get going.
DEFENSE VS. PROSPERITY
The elements of thriving societies are much more complex than can be explained quickly here. It is
safe to say that we as a country are not actively or purposefully working on building a thriving society,
thriving culture, or thriving communities. If we had been successful in doing so, we would not have
had so many voters vote for a strongman-type – as they clearly did in the 2016 Republican
presidential primaries. If we had been successful in building a thriving society, culture, or
communities… many voters would not have been as willing to “blow everything up” in 2016 because
they felt that institutions and the social contract were not serving them.
Perhaps we have been on defense as a country. Maybe it ties to 9/11. It could be rooted in the farm
crisis of the 1980s, and/or in “Reagonomics.” Arguably, it could go back as far as the 1970s. It was
then that other economies around the world started to come online in countries where
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manufacturing had not previously existed at scale. The US enjoyed a period after World War II when
other most of the world’s previously existing manufacturing capacity was in ruins, and other areas of
the world had not developed a manufacturing sector before the war. US manufacturing flourished,
with limited global competition and a worldwide market – until the 1970s.
We’re not going to get back to a post-World War II economy. Further, no amount of wistfulness,
lashing out against globalism, or tax cuts for big businesses and the wealthy are going to help
everyday Americans.
This country is abundant with land, assets, opportunities, creativity, big ideas, and amazing people.
We can do so much with all of that… yet what we’re doing now is not working for the majority of
Americans in general.
If we want to create a thriving, flourishing America – even in the face of great risk – we have to
deliberately seek to do so. We need strategy, we need to communicate the stakes, and we need
big vision.
This section is about some of the areas where we can co-create that.
People in many parts of the US may appear to be nervous about change, and big ideas such as a
“Green New Deal.” See the entire section on “Resentment.” There is nervousness for a reason – or
for many reasons. People have watched their communities wither away, but they remember a time
when small towns flourished. People remember a time when certain urban and suburban areas
flourished. While many are doing well – there are urban and suburban landscapes nationwide full of
blight and emptiness.
How do we create resilience and energy and agricultural security for America… while we help small,
rural towns flourish? While we help rural cities? Organizations and activism work on the left would
be well served to come into communities to hold discussions on big ideas; discussions that allow time
for feedback and listening. Political candidates that come in with showy solve-everything solutions
will be met with inherent skepticism, because there have been a lot of broken promises. Leaders
who are willing to listen, to co-create, and to solve problems are needed. We have wicked problems
to solve. Aspiring leaders who talk at people with academic pitches that can be perceived as “elitist”
will be met with resistance. Leaders with pitches that incorporate things they have learned from
other communities are more likely to find resonance. There are an array of ideas for holding
“Community Conversations,” workshops, and other events to facilitate engagement across the board,
and in communities and the structural areas of society everywhere in the Shift the Country tools, now
online at www.shiftthecountry.com.
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SECURITY, INFRASTRUCTURE, & RESILIENCE
Security is an elusive concept. We can never reach 100% security, yet the idea that we can is a
powerful driver. Finding a security balance is one of the greatest challenges in modern governance;
although it is rarely recognized as such.
Resilience is less elusive. Resilience is about building strength, depth, and flexibility to handle any of
a range of possibilities. We cannot ever have enough guns, guards, and gates to secure everything
we would like to secure – and it would bankrupt us to try. In fact, one of the goals of foreign
terrorists is to scare countries into overspending on security, in order to damage their economies.
Security is often brittle and fixed. Security doesn’t account for what you would do when security
fails. Resilience does.
We build resilience to be ready for the unexpected. It helps us “bounce back” when security fails.
When disasters strike. When the unexpected and perhaps unimagined hits home. Or work. Or the
country. Resilience at home, in the community, in organizations, in government, and in the country as
a whole helps us with a whole range of incidents, emergencies, and everyday life. We are not
preparing our local communities, tribes, or states for the threats on the horizon.
DHS research on the economic impacts of disasters indicates that when a critical infrastructure
outage in a community lasts for a week, a certain percentage of local small businesses will fail
permanently. Infrastructure outages create cascading impacts due to infrastructure
interdependencies.
The best way to get our communities ready for the impacts of climate change and the risks that
come with it is to build disaster, community, economic, infrastructure, agricultural, energy, and
public health resilience. Support for state and local government and first responders to increase
disaster resilience, mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery will be critical given the threat
landscape. This includes expanded incident management, resource coordination, mutual aid, and
public health capabilities. Deliberate strategies to build resilience can help communities thrive,
flourish, and be ready for the unexpected.
Our infrastructure needs deep work – in real ways; with commitment and investment. Great public
works projects are part of the history of our country’s success, yet few are willing to put the political
will into visions for great things. We can increase infrastructure resilience, and build newer, more
efficient, and more resilient infrastructure. We need to sell the value of infrastructure.
Infrastructure is the beating heart of a thriving civil society. It needs attention. In many cases, US
infrastructure is not resilient – but it could be. This is a national security issue, and an issue tied to
community resilience. Infrastructure and infrastructure interdependencies are critical to our way of
life; the state our infrastructure today is remarkably brittle. This weakness is a vulnerability for our
economy and our security.
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That’s not good when disasters are and will continue to be on the rise. A rising world population
living largely in high-hazard zones will be increasingly impacted by disasters that will escalate and
intensify as climate change persists. That’s dangerous, destructive, and expensive.
Specific populations, American cities, American land, the US military, and American infrastructure are
vulnerable to the increasing threats of disasters, climate change, and disease. Other populations,
cities, economic sectors, and infrastructure sectors are vulnerable other types of threats – such as
cyber threats, economic competition from China and Russia, terrorist attacks, or domestic terrorist
attacks such as those from active shooters. Rural America has been in trouble for a long time;
ownership of it has been slowly transitioning to corporate monopolies and non-American owners
including foreign countries to contribute to their food security. The large majority of Americans do
not have economic security, or other types of security – such as food security, or reliable or long-term
access to healthcare and healthcare coverage. Many Americans do not feel secure because of other
threats, including those from racial bias, systemic racism, or other institutionalized discrimination.
Finding a balance between security and resilience approaches given the array of threats and
vulnerabilities will continue to be massively challenging.
AGRICULTURE
American agriculture is in trouble, as has been described in more detail in the section on
“Resentment.” An excerpt, also cited previously: “The 1970s ushered in a radical change in the
government policy surrounding agriculture and subsidies. Policy that interferes with the natural rules
of supply and demand and encourages farmers to ‘get big or get out...’ Government farm subsidies
prioritize the growing of commodities – non-perishable food products that can be stored indefinitely
in grain-bins and traded on the world market (Belprez, 2018).” Family farms are going bankrupt.
Corporate ownership and control of farms and the agricultural economy continues to increase.
Agricultural systems are brittle, yet we need what agriculture provides as much as we need the
economic benefits of it. The world needs American agriculture as well, and as the population grows,
agricultural production will become increasingly critical. Our population as a whole needs research,
development, science, and technology to increase agricultural productivity. Our agricultural systems,
laws, and approaches need research and attention as much as the productivity itself. We have to
evolve to compete in the world market, and to face the challenges on the horizon. We have an
opportunity with agriculture to increase our resilience, security, and sustainability locally, regionally,
and nationally. For example, we could work on shortening supply chains to increase resilience, and
on regionalizing food systems to increase sustainability, resilience, health, and food security.
There are literally fields of opportunities in America; even cities and other communities have
available real estate and hope for creating richer lives through community gardening or more
localized agriculture.
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Research indicates that Americans are moving less and less. Community matters. Land matters.
Talking and listening to Americans who have thought a lot about how to evolve agriculture is
critical to understanding the shared stakes, and to defining realistic visions for what we can do.
There are countless initiatives and opportunities: genetic research, bio-engineering, biotechnology,
aquaponics, sustainable agriculture, agricultural development corridors, mentoring programs,
apprenticeship opportunities, problem-solving contests, local and large-scale cooperatives, public
private partnerships, incubators, accelerators, non-profits, advocacy groups, enormous universities,
grants, and research into everything from cellulosic ethanol production from non-food plant parts to
overhauling agricultural and food distribution systems to better serve Americans where we live.
As we move toward 2020, finding and working with farmers, researchers, non-profits, innovators,
problem-solvers, and others will be critical to identifying, evolving, and clarifying options we can
advocate for. Building consensus and finding ways forward in rural areas is critical to shifting this
country in different directions. Agricultural and rural policy can be overhauled by a unified Congress
with a realistic vision that prepares us for what’s coming in the future. Practical approaches and
realistic problem-solving at every level can help us get there. Civic engagement at scale can help
facilitate action – and transformation. Clearly defining what’s at stake and an agenda to get there can
help drive that shift, too. It is what America needs to for our own security and well-being. No one is
going to do it for us.
ENERGY SECURITY, SOURCES, & CONSERVATION
Energy access and security are as critical as agriculture, and have long been national security issues.
While the Republican party would have us hold on to fossil fuels, China, Europe, and others are outinnovating and out-maneuvering the US in energy innovation. We have the means to increase our
energy security, with major opportunity for transformation in rural America – although there are
incredible urban opportunities as well. Wind, solar, and other alternative energies could be
developed at scale in the country, and in cooperation with rural communities and individuals. Energy
cooperatives for communities, tribes, and regions are an option that increases resilience,
sustainability, and local influence over energy systems. Expansion of non-fossil-fuel-based energy
sources can also help us increase resilience – from the local level to the national level. Farmers and
ranchers have shown an interest in sustainable energy sources to help them increase their own
resilience.
Community and organization tools for getting into this work are in the Shift the Country tools, now
online at www.shiftthecountry.com. As with all of this work, “Community Conversations,”
workshops, and other interactions can be helpful for driving a shift.
Changing our energy sources is obviously critical to impacting climate change, and it is an issue of
national security. Here’s something we rarely talk about: energy conservation. There has been a
huge shift toward “green” construction, including energy-efficient buildings. While green
construction is on the rise – it’s not as widespread as we might like to think. Humans live in
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apartment buildings and homes and work in buildings, factories, and high-rise buildings that require
energy. We drive places, and although energy-efficient vehicles exist – they are not the norm. We
air-condition to the point of frigidity. Office buildings are often well-lit at night, long after the
workday has ended. And so on. We waste a lot of energy.
We’re not talking about conservation – but we could. In the energy crisis of the 1970s, there was a
national movement to conserve energy, as a duty. We need that now – and it needs to be a culture
change. It needs to be more pervasive than recycling, which is not as widespread as it could be.
Organizations, volunteers, and other activists talk a big game about the urgent necessity of policy and
corporate action to impact climate change, but there is so much more we could be doing –
personally. There are tools in the Shift the Country Toolbox on this issue, and more could be
developed (tools are now at www.shiftthecountry.com).
This is also an excellent partnership area for organizations and leadership on the left as a whole.
Many nonprofits could partner with more formal advocacy or political organizations at any level to
build large-scale movement, action, and tipping points to foster and increase conservation attention
and activity. There are volumes of information on how to conserve energy. What there isn’t is a big
push to do so. The intention behind this proposal is to engage Americans to take action; energy
conservation is yet another area where action can happen.
SHIFT THE COUNTRY: DRIVE INNOVATION & ENTREPRENEURIALISM EVERYWHERE
Angel investor Paul Singh of Results Junkies (2019) says in workshops that to increase innovation, we
actually need to increase entrepreneurial activity.
Innovation comes from entrepreneurialism – and we can do a whole lot more with both. Innovation
and entrepreneurialism help us with problem-solving, evolution, development, economic
opportunity, job creation, and taking on the wicked problems and risks that face us today. These are
things we need to encourage at scale in the US to take on the challenges in the world before us.
The Republican party is not supporting small businesses, and small businesses are where
entrepreneurialism starts. That party is all in on big business and big wealth. Republicans are not
creating tools or policies that help us take on the wicked problems, or the big threats. Democrats and
left-leaning organizations and initiatives can.
As an example: the Affordable Care Act (ACA) facilitates entrepreneurialism by its very existence.
Prior to the ACA, people had to stay in jobs in larger companies or in government jobs to get health
insurance, or they would not have pre-existing condition coverage. So who then could leave their job
to start a company? Republican threats to the ACA threaten entrepreneurialism, and therefore
threaten American innovation. Plus, the ACA is often the only health insurance option for small
business owners in rural America, such as farmers. This is a key message and storytelling
opportunity for the left: the ACA supports small businesses, farmers, and American innovation. To
PROPOSAL to SHIFT THE COUNTRY

Written by Vanessa R. Burnett, Counterfear LLC. www.shiftthecountry.com. Adoption, distribution, & use with permission only.
Original Proposal © Copyright April 2019. Adapted for Public Release © Copyright October 2020. All rights reserved.
101

be fair, the transition to the ACA was a bit rocky – especially for small businesses – and it is helpful to
recognize and acknowledge that. But taking it away would be devastating; voters have concerns
about any transition to a new system. What we need to do is to make it better, and to better manage
any transitions to future systems.
We can do so much more with innovation and entrepreneurialism – and with our local communities.
The principles of placemaking, social infrastructure, and complex adaptive coalitions are already in
use in communities, but there is tremendous potential to put these approaches to work at scale in
both rural and urban America – to grow our communities, and to facilitate innovation.
So how do we do all of this, improve community economies, and help America’s half-empty main
streets?
One of the challenges here is that all of this is overwhelming, and paper or PowerPoint slides aren’t
enough to convey everything that’s going on. So we’ll go big-picture.
We start with some complexity on what we have: agricultural land; huge challenges; economic
threats; national security risks on the horizon; climate change; needs for innovation; a need for STEM
development (science; technology; engineering; and mathematics); entrepreneurial programs;
support for small businesses; small towns; micro-cities; rural cities; exurban areas; abandoned stores;
abandoned malls; abandoned office buildings; abandoned factories; poverty; threats from climate
change; successful immigrant entrepreneurs; urban blight; micro-city blight; rural populations in
search of opportunity; environmental injustice; a thriving technology startup environment scattered
around the US; code schools; incubators; accelerators; co-working spaces; maker-spaces; mentoring
programs; public private partnerships; entrepreneurial mentoring and apprenticeship programs;
expanded opportunities for remote work; expanding public broadband; expanding needs for highspeed internet; needs for retraining; needs for adult education; examples of thriving communities;
examples of flourishing artistic and cultural communities; urban renewal; creative communities; ecotourism; recreational tourism; small-town tourism; vast Western public lands; public parks; examples
of thriving Main Streets; community colleges; universities; and education systems; shrinking and
changing grants for small towns, farms, agriculture, and rural communities; and much more.
That’s a lot. We can do much, much more with all of that.
One pitch in this proposal is to advocate for the deliberate and intentional use of placemaking,
social infrastructure, and complex adaptive coalitions in communities, tribes, counties, parishes,
cities, and towns of all shapes and sizes to engage voters to co-create futures that work for our
communities. This work can begin with some of the tools in the Shift the Country Toolbox (now at
www.shiftthecountry.com).
Part of the key to that work is that through it – communities identify or update their own legislative
and local government priorities (or public agendas) to advocate for and drive narratives on. When
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Democratic side leadership and organizations create the space for and help to facilitate these
discussions, we can help to further shape and guide them. We can better make change now, and
make transformation long-term.
On a larger, political agenda scale, that means creating tools and making them available to help
communities with placemaking, social infrastructure, and complex adaptive coalitions. And other
tools for engaging with everything. These three mechanisms have demonstrated success in
revitalizing communities, their main streets, and their economies.
The list below has a few initiative, partnership, and policy examples and ideas for use anywhere in
America – for rural, small town, tribal, exurban, suburban, micro-city, and urban areas.
This list is a whole array of ideas to plant seeds, open discussion, and get shift rolling:












Advocate for and build institutions, financial empowerment, and financial literacy to
further economic justice as illustrated in this video about a new digital bank called
Greenwood. The MSNBC video on it is called “Killer Mike: Part Of Social Justice Is
Making Sure Economic Justice Happens,” at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aHqOCUfLYUI. CNN story at
https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/10/business/killer-mike-greenwood-bank/index.html
(this is the only addition to this list in the 2020 proposal adaptation).
Create a deliberate, intentional agenda to facilitate and fund entrepreneurialism;
innovation; and STEM development.
Create a culture of entrepreneurialism and economic resilience.
Establish innovation hubs, including and partnering with business incubators,
accelerators, maker-spaces, shared kitchens, and co-working spaces.
“Cultivate a business environment that enables all” Americans to thrive (Frerick, 2017),
that creates a shared prosperity, that address environmental justice, and that raises all
Americans.
Expand networks for manufacturing innovation, bringing together “the latest academic
research with entrepreneurs, industry associations, economic development authorities
and state and local governments” (Frerick, 2017).
Create mechanisms and partnerships to help facilitate entrepreneurialism and small
business support to help small business owners and succeed – with accessible,
realistic, non-bureaucratic tools and assistance. Include support for sole proprietors,
contractors, and remote workers who are part of the rising “gig economy.”
Create and/or expand entrepreneurial mentoring and apprenticeship programs (for
example, pairing immigrant entrepreneurs with established business owners, pairing
local businesses owners with students, etc.).
Update tax and other policies to support American remote workers to facilitate
economic and innovation flexibility and resilience (see the 2017 tax law).
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Drive investment into rural communities and rural cities; focus and inspire donor and
foundation investment through complex adaptive coalitions.
Drive investment into social infrastructure in rural areas; support the draw to various
community ways of life, and placemaking.
Utilize the principles of placemaking and community and regional planning to create
efficient high-density complex urban hubs with intentional social infrastructure. Drive
purposeful investment into blighted areas, with deliberate care taken to avoid
gentrification but rather to improve current residents’ environments, resilience, and
sustainability; leveraging partnerships to raise all up and create flourishing
communities.
Invest in blighted or struggling rural and urban communities through public service
jobs; the distribution of public service jobs communities impacts services and
economic resilience.
Involve local and regional banks, credit unions, and investors in placemaking and
entrepreneurial expansion; partner with local groups to target areas with blight and
poverty in an effort to help all community members rise.
Create opportunity funds tied to complex adaptive coalitions to ensure community
involvement in placemaking. As noted elsewhere in the proposal, the 2017 tax law
encourages investors to invest at scale in communities, yet it doesn’t encourage or
require investors to work with communities to co-create vision and success. Public
policies can be designed to facilitate co-creation of communities and community
development.
Create deliberate strategies and policies to increase economic resilience in cities that
are non-major metropolitan areas but rather rural or mid-size cities or micro-cities,
and also in smaller communities, rural areas, and tribal areas – all of which are often
overlooked.
Consider strategies and partnerships to address poverty in both rural and urban areas
with existing organizations working in these areas.
Create partnerships with state and local government to update economic
development models to incorporate the principles in this proposal and in other
cutting-edge research for specific geographic areas or types of areas.
Address transportation challenges in both rural and urban areas in realistic and
strategic ways that facilitate sustainability and also economic and community
resilience.
Build and support local and regional agricultural and food markets.
Advocate for policies that encourage energy and land conservation, recreation, and
tourism.
Create policies to address large-scale agricultural monopolies that are currently
contributing to the loss of family farms; work with existing agricultural organizations
addressing this issue.
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Explore long-term updates and changes to our educational systems to align with
economic and technological changes, and short-term proposals for job retraining and
code schools or other specialized training to fit local and shifting economies.
Partner with community colleges, technical schools, universities, 4-year colleges, and
other institutions to explore training, re-training, adult education, and other options to
adapt to changing opportunities and a changing economy.
Explore expansion of trade apprenticeship programs to meet changing economic
needs.
Invest in strategic STEM training at scale, tied to entrepreneurialism and innovation to
meet high-priority needs for the challenges facing America.
Increase innovation through increases in citizen science engagement through
partnerships and alliances.
Increase investment in agricultural research and development in universities and rural
locations to increase agricultural productivity, innovation, and bio-based
manufacturing to address the challenges of energy security, climate change, and an
increasing world population.
Consider that we need resilient and sustainable energy sources long-term, and
resilient and sustainable agriculture long-term, and communities with flourishing,
resilient local economies. America is full of tremendous energy, resource, and
agricultural assets – and knowledge and problem-solving capacity. “For too long, we
have allowed the rural economy to be an ‘extraction’ economy where everything from
crops to coal are being taken from rural areas and transported somewhere else where
value is added and opportunity is created. To succeed in rural areas, Democrats…
need to offer a ‘sustainable’ alternative to the extraction economy of the past. If not,
that extraction economy will continue to slowly bleed rural America of its natural
resources and its young people” (Vilsack, 2018). People working in innovation,
agriculture, and energy are also the best people to co-create solutions and visions with
in those fields – and with communities.
Explore policies that could diversify America’s agricultural production and output to
increase our food security (local to national) and economic and agricultural resilience.
Address privatization of assets that are part of the public good, and correlated impacts
on communities and cities; work on policy and legal frameworks to protect public
goods including infrastructure and public lands. Privatization of public assets and
goods often increases in time of disaster, chaos, and transformation; strategies to
mitigate such transfers of public assets or rights out of public ownership will be critical
as we come into an era with increased disruption.
Explore equitable policies that facilitate increased environmental tourism and
corresponding healthy lifestyles, especially in partnership with state, local, and tribal
governments.
Fortify and modernize infrastructure; create infrastructure resilience. Strategize
infrastructure investments in urban, suburban, exurban, small cities, and rural
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communities that can facilitate innovation, entrepreneurialism, remote work,
technological opportunities, and other economic expansion, such as high-speed
internet and community broadband. “Improvements in highways, rail lines, and
waterways will give rural businesses the chance to get products to market more
quickly and efficiently allowing them to be more competitively priced. Tangible signs
of investment, facilitated by government, reinforce the message in rural places that
government does work and plays an important role in improving lives” (Vilsack, 2018).
Leverage public private partnerships and other mechanisms to strategically and
intentionally increase infrastructure, disaster, and economic resilience to prepare
communities and the country for increased disruption and disaster.
Push for transformation of grant and loan programs in government and in the
nonprofit sector for communities to facilitate entrepreneurialism, innovation,
development, agricultural innovation, food security, infrastructure modernization, and
transformation in energy production, security, resilience, and transmission.

That is an aggressive big dream of a list. Yet people, communities, organizations, initiatives, alliances,
and businesses are working on every single thing in that list. The point here is that we could go after
so much more. We could drive big vision. Go after big things. We are a country that always has, but
we’ve languished. The point here is to make shift happen – and to really be serious about doing it;
and at scale. To dream big. To go for it. To bring big solutions; together.
These kinds of big ideas aren’t imaginary or unrealistic. It can help to look at communities where any
of these elements are already at work, in play, or under development. Detroit is one example, with
hundreds of stories of its own. The company Shinola in Detroit is one story of thousands. The
Evergreen Cooperative in Ohio is another story worth digging into. Rural area cities from Des Moines
to Chattanooga are transforming successfully, and have been. Urban areas are transforming too;
some of them in ways that are not gentrification, but a shift toward healthier, thriving communities.
There are active alliances, initiatives, and public private partnerships across the US doing this work.
Some communities that have experienced disasters have made intentional decisions to rebuild in
ways that facilitate sustainability, economic resilience, and disaster resilience – such as Greensburg,
Kansas, or Joplin, Missouri. Work on the left in organizations, alliances, and initiatives to identify,
visit, connect with, and tell the stories of these places could help Americans understand and apply
what has been successfully implemented in communities like their own. (TOOL)
This work is underway in small-scale ways, too. There are as many stories from individuals as there
are from communities making transformations. Creating hubs for people to find and share
information may be a way to help foster more of this. Consulting companies like McClure are
working with communities on placemaking. People in communities everywhere in America have
been creating their own online businesses, working remotely as employees, creating startups, coming
up with cool ideas, and talking together in co-working spaces and entrepreneurial hubs to share best
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practices, resources, and tools. Flexible, adaptive coalitions and other civic engagement tools can
also help facilitate this kind of shift. (TOOL)
This quote is specific to rural America, but it really fits everywhere. “Democratic candidates and
office-holders often speak about specific programs and projects such as an infrastructure bank or
broadband expansion and attempt to convey to rural Americans the sincere desire to help. Yet rural
Americans often misunderstand the message and either assume these programs or projects won’t
deliver for them or that government officials view them as in need of assistance because they are
unable to help themselves. So, once again: If we are to offer a proactive way forward, Democrats
need to talk up and not down to rural Americans. Instead of projects and programs, our message
should center on partnerships. A partnership suggests a collaborative and cooperative approach. No
partner is needy. All partners share responsibility and share the benefit of this partnership” (Vilsack,
2018). Secretary Vilsack is a former US Secretary of Agriculture, and former Governor of Iowa.
There is an entire section in this proposal on “Resentment.” Rural communities feel forgotten – with
some good reason. People have watched rural towns and cities that were once thriving and
flourishing turn into empty storefronts, vine-covered factories, and abandoned malls – while major
metropolitan areas show neat restaurants, thriving downtowns, and flourishing economies. But the
thing is: that America-Abandoned look is not unique to rural America. It’s endemic to the whole
country. It’s in suburbia. It’s in mid-size cities everywhere. It’s in micro-cities. It’s in poverty – and
how it presents differently through Appalachia, or in our cities.
The thing is, we can choose to invest in America.
We’re going to have to do it differently than we’ve ever done. The challenges on the horizon will
force us to if we don’t make the decision to get into it anyway. The path we’re on is not sustainable,
and it’s not helping us nationwide.
America as a whole can get on a path that increases our innovation, our entrepreneurialism, and our
STEM capacity, while improving our educational systems, embracing and supporting diversity, and
transforming our communities.
We can get on a path that helps us meet the food security challenges of this and future generations.
We can get on a path where we confront climate change, and implement real-world options to
mitigate the damage from it while also working to minimize further damage – through transitioning
energy systems and building disaster resilience.
These paths are a shift for America. The way forward is complex, yet navigable. We have to be
willing to do the work; to champion the causes.
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We need alliances, partnerships, initiatives, activists, and champions out proposing and fighting for
big ideas, big vision, and big strategy like this that can work at scale; it is all part of a vision for this
entire country that has been missing for a long time.
The work probably needs a catchy name – because there is not a single term that covers all that can
be done.
For now, we can Shift the Country.
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15. A Focus on Towns, Cities, Tribes, & States
Organizations, advocates, advocacy campaigns, and political efforts have become skilled at telling and
sharing the stories of individual voters – especially when it comes to key issues, such as healthcare.
There are millions of stories.
There are also millions of stories about the places we live, and about policy and funding decisions at
every level that affect us – where we live.
We can tell more of those stories in partnership with city, tribal, county, and state officials – including
those running for office (and as appropriate per election laws). National organizations often focus on
the presidential and US Senate or US House races; candidates in federal races could partner with local
candidates and office-holders to bring attention to local government. Activists working with these
political and advocacy campaigns could help make this happen.
For example, when any leader, activist, or candidate for office gets a call from a national media
organization for coverage, Shift the Country activists can have a list of mayors, city council members,
tribal leaders, or county supervisors who could also speak to the issue – even possibly as a team or in
tandem.
As a country, we rarely talk about tribes, although the 2018 mid-term election brought some
attention. We should bring more. All of the principles and ideas in this section tie to tribal areas as
well. How does the Democratic side support tribal government and policy needs? We can tell stories
in partnerships with tribal officials as well as we can with city and county officials and candidates.
The idea here is to talk about the places we live, with intention and attention. It is to bring home
the impacts of federal, state, or local programs; impacts of cuts to those programs; grants; the loss of
grants; revenue changes or loss; appropriations at every level; and specific real-world impacts of highprofile policy decisions in areas including immigration, designations as sanctuary communities,
climate change, etc. We can talk about what the city, tribe, or county gets and/or expects from state
and federal governments as part of these conversations.
People feel disengaged from government and what it does – we can tell the stories, and help
communicate the stakes. This can all help us talk about and work toward how we get America to
work for Americans.
This work helps activists, campaigns, and organizations on the left up and down the ballot in terms of
elections, by bringing attention to local races, and hopefully by bringing attention that motivates
citizens to get engaged in their local communities. It can help build relationships between elected
leaders at every level as well.
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This kind of approach can help get mayors, county supervisors, and even sheriffs who run for office
more widespread or even national attention – by pushing a focus on local governments and what
they are trying to do.
When we find and focus on local allies – we can also drive the conversation and the agenda.
Do things to create a buzz, drive the agenda, inform the narrative, get heavy media coverage,
create spectacle, or otherwise draw attention to what you’re doing whenever possible. Plus –
share it, tweet it, shoot live video, have your team shoot live video, put it out in as many places as
possible, use all the hashtags, get friends to engage with it, and so on. Do the amplifying.
There are ideas below for shifting and driving the focus of all kinds of things to more of a local, tribal,
county, parish, or state level.
For example, how do we get people to talk about funding infrastructure or public health where they
live?






Let’s put a mayor next to a crumbling bridge used by thousands of daily commuters, or
a county supervisor in a subway station. Let’s tell the stories about how whatever is
happening with that infrastructure impacts people’s lives – and visions for how it could
change.
Let’s tell the stories about a local public health emergency, and how various
government systems built exactly for that situation helped contain an outbreak.
We talk a lot about schools – let’s have leaders sit inside schools and talk about a hot
local bond issue, or go shopping with a teacher who is buying their own school
supplies and has no more union protection. Tell the stories.
There are more ideas for amplifying these kinds of things in the section in Section 14 –
Resilience, Economy, Innovation, Energy, & Infrastructure. Local candidates or elected
officials walking through blighted communities or abandoned factories or malls…
talking about what they envision, and bringing in partners from complex adaptive
coalitions they are working with would be great material for media coverage. Leaders
or elected officials talking to community members in these same kinds of areas about
what community members want to see in these spaces would be powerful, too.

We can showcase communities where placemaking, social infrastructure, and complex adaptive
coalitions have brought amazing results – as places where more work is possible, and as
opportunities for other communities to do similar. Leaders, advocates, activists, or elected officials
could even visit communities where successful work is underway to explore options for where they
live – and get media coverage of that.
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Social infrastructure / public land idea: have Shift the Country engagement events in local parks, in
locally-created social infrastructure, on public lands, adjacent to public lands, or on federal land such
as national parks, national forests, US Fish & Wildlife reserves, Bureau of Indian Affairs land, or
Bureau of Land Management land. These are excellent ways to highlight a range of things – from the
lands themselves, to the resources they provide, to everything from species diversity to wildfire risk
to your tax dollars at work. Events at or near shared public assets such as public lands can also serve
as very specific and deliberate messaging about what good government does, and what good and
what services we envision for the future of that government.
More ideas for messaging and events emphasizing the good that government does:








Highlight infrastructure itself – even the boring stuff, such as streets and streetlights.
Talk about the state of it, and how it got that way – whether it’s new, reinvigorated,
crumbling, underfunded, or threatened.
Go to farmers’ markets, fairs, and community celebrations… and create attention,
spectacle, or conversation wherever possible.
Talk to people at events.
Watch kids at these events, and listen to parents and their concerns.
Have advocacy and leadership field trips.
Highlight union projects, construction, and facilities.
Go to tornado-damaged communities, and talk about who is helping them rebuild. Go
to Puerto Rico. Go to communities damaged by the 2010 oil spill, and hear how they
have rebuilt and reclaimed economies and jobs or not, and why. Talk to people who
lost everything in a recent hurricane or wildfire, and hear what they hope to see. Go
to Flint, Michigan, and listen.

A focus on state, tribal, and local government can also highlight and tell the stories and share the
service and dedication of public servants. This serves messaging and framing goals, and also helps to
counter resentment from culture wars by creating connection and empathy (as does all the other
storytelling) to real-life civil servants.





An easy place to start is to highlight the work of firefighters, fire mitigation, what
the fire department does to keep you safe, community policing, working on the
relationship of the community with law enforcement, actions that effective
policing have taken to protect all citizens in fair ways, what transformed policing
can look like in communities doing deep work on it, or a day in the life of a
firefighter or other first responder.
Advocacy work and messaging can show maps of coverage changes and response
times connected to stories of impacts when we cut police or fire staffing.
This same idea could be used for other public service jobs.
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The Republican party has had a long campaign against public service work; we can
mount a campaign showcasing what public service work does for Americans in
communities everywhere. Stories of how governments functioning well with
people who care do the jobs for which they were created.

Part of the goal of the Shift the Country work is to tell the story of what government can and could
do for Americans. There is an opportunity for negative advocacy or campaign work here as well – to
illustrate the damage done by deregulation, increased drilling, union-killing, and so on, and to tell
those stories. There are often excellent visual locations to tell such stories – from hog confinement
lagoons to offshore drilling platforms to western mines.
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16. Engage With, Partner With, & Pressure
Business, Industry, & Corporations
When it comes to businesses and corporations – leaders, activists, organizations, and advocacy
campaigns on the left can talk about more than jobs. We can talk about supporting and facilitating
entrepreneurialism, innovation, and small businesses. We can talk about businesses we need that
help communities thrive and flourish. We can talk about sustainability and resilience. We can talk
about diversity. We can support certain businesses owned by different kinds of people who need
support, or businesses taking certain actions or stances. We can not support and actively advocate
against businesses who support irresponsible action, deregulation that harms safety or the
environment, or racist candidates for office or incumbents – just to give a few examples.
Corporations are not evil – but we do have some very serious challenges with many of them. CEO
pay is frequently absurd and completely disproportionate to the wages of most workers some
companies. Many companies are irresponsible, wasteful, unethical, or downright dangerous – to
their own employees, to the public, or to their consumers. The current administration’s widespread
deregulation for corporate benefit will be a deep problem to address and rectify.
There is an opportunity here. America needs corporations. People on the left want to talk about
good jobs, the economy, and hopefully fostering local economic development through placemaking,
social infrastructure, and complex adaptive coalitions. Corporations are but one element when it
comes to jobs and the economy – but they are a pretty critical and large part.
Advocacy groups and initiatives could push for significantly expanding the idea of business and
corporate responsibility. It is possible to identify a set of basic principles in short order. Advocacy
efforts could pressure small businesses to huge corporations to commit to certain basic tenets,
behaviours, responsibilities, sustainability, resilience, and long-term vision.
The goal with this work as always is short-term change and long-term transformation; making shift
happen. There are ways to push shift aggressively in the business world. It can start with intention
and commitment. Teamwork, collaboration, and coordination can help to refine strategy and
tactics.
Advocacy for business transformation isn’t a fix to massive legal issues such as the widespread
deregulation undertaken by the Trump Administration, or Supreme Court precedents such as Citizens
United and similar decisions that help to allow big money to play larger and larger roles in US politics,
with less and less accountability and transparency.
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It can help, though. It can also help drive the agenda, and pressure businesses to make certain
commitments and real-world change. It conveys a sense of duty, and shared stake. And it is likely to
be much more successful if it is conducted strategically, at scale, and in very well-coordinated ways.
There is massive opportunity. Business and commerce are enormous forces shaping and influencing
American society… from immigration approaches businesses take, to minimum wage levels, to things
like tips versus wages in restaurants, to shortening supply chains, to increasing regional resilience, to
sustainability, to environmental responsibility, to social justice, to equity, and so on.
Widespread civic engagement and pressure on businesses can help Americans foster certain actions,
behaviours, values, and results. We have evidence of business pressure in thousands of specifically
targeted campaigns, especially since the 2016 election. There is potential to make a tremendous
impact with massive coordinated and strategic action to apply leverage and pressure on the business
world. It’s arguably never been done for making huge, persistent, thorough transformation
nationwide in our economy. Given the risk landscape facing the US, we need to make big pivots. Our
economy is not resilient or sustainable, and is vulnerable to disruption and cascading failures in the
case of multiple simultaneous disasters – and vulnerable long-term to the disruptions that will come
with the effects of climate change.
We can do so much more to be ready and resilient, and to have sustainable economies and energy
sources for communities where Americans can thrive and flourish.

17. The Toolbox
Shift the Country tools have been moved online to www.shiftthecountry.com. The tools are designed
to implement various aspects of this entire proposal in the real world and online anywhere in
America – by individuals, organizations, coalitions, or business. Tools are also designed to help
facilitate tipping points, to engage Americans, and to communicate the shared stakes for being
engaged – while helping to create shared vision, and to get make progress toward realizing it.
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