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About the Cover 
 

The denim flag on the cover of this book was crafted from 

3 different pairs of vintage blue jeans purchased at a 

second hand store in Kaimuki, Hawaii. One summer, as 

the 4th of July approached, Dina and I became convinced 

we could make a flag out of old blue jeans. We theorized 

that we could buy three pairs of jeans each in a different 

shade of blue, cut them into the appropriate shapes and 

sew them into an American Flag. My sister-in-law let us 

borrow her sewing machine. It turned out to be more work 

than we expected (fifty stars, 10 minutes per star, do the 

math), but we loved the end result. I mounted the flag on a 

wooden frame. The wood in this frame I stained with an 

old recipe for homemade wood stains: steel nails and a 

rusty railroad spike soaked in a jar of vinegar.  

     When thinking about the cover of this book, I ruled out 

typical technology clichés: cell phones, computer 

keyboards, and glowing networks spread across darkened 

maps. 

     I thought of the denim flag. Another cliché perhaps, but 

a charming one. By this time it had been hanging in a 

place of honor for several years in our home.  

     It seemed like a fitting symbol for a book that shows 

how technology gives power to the people. And it seemed 
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appropriate to pair the sentiments of denim with pop 

technology. 

     Pop technology isn’t like other modern conveniences. 

Most of them allow people to do less. Pop technology 

allows people to do more - not less. Pop technology offers 

more than modern conveniences. It offers modern 

opportunities. It’s the perfect toolset for people who are 

bent on changing things, looking for empowerment, and 

willing to work hard to make our democracy better.  

     As for denim, Americans have over the years imbued 

denim with deeply meaningful sentiments that we equate 

to the essential qualities of the American spirit. Qualities 

like durability, practicality, hard work and humble origins. 

Self-sufficient independence with a rebellious streak. A 

willingness to be revolutionary.  

     For all these reasons, I thought the denim flag was 

fitting. But there is one more – and I think it is the most 

important one:  

     When we look forward, we so often assume a trend 

toward a shiny metallic future. An ultimately de-

humanized robot world where all control is centralized in 

the mechanical hands of some oligarchy of droids. 

     I think it could go a different direction. The primary 

innovation of the future may turn out to be 

decentralization not centralization. Maybe there will be 

empowerment and engagement, not just automation. 

Maybe people will be able to work together better:  share 

ideas, create solutions, and make decisions together. That 
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certainly seems to be the direction of the pop technology 

innovations discussed in this book. The pop technology 

that is evolving today offers the unprecedented 

opportunity to distribute control among participants in a 

more sane way than has ever been possible. In this kind of 

a future, people will not need to be modernized or rich or 

of a certain class, in order to be well-connected and well-

engaged in their democracy. 

     You could call this the denim future, and if it 

materializes, our descendants will thank us.  

     So that is why there is a denim flag on the cover of this 

book. 
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Introduction 

 

What is “Pop Technology?” 

     In the book title, I use the phrase "Pop Technology" to 

refer to the popularization of technologies that exist for 

the benefit of individuals rather than corporations or 

governments. In the past 20 years a steady stream of 

important investments and breakthroughs in computing 

and communications technologies have given individuals 

unprecedented capabilities - capabilities previously 

reserved for government and the richest corporations. The 

popularization of technology coincides with several 

trends: 

·  Technology is now affordable to individuals and 

its costs continue to decrease  

·  At the same time the power and capabilities of 

technology continue to advance 

·  There are increasing resources available to 

educate and assist people in using technology 

·  Technology is becoming simpler and easier to use 

(and more accessible to individuals with 

disabilities) 

 

     Think about what the average cell phone can do today: 

conference calls, email, photography and more. Millions 

can watch a television show and vote for a contestant 
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using their cell phone. Individuals can record their own 

"radio shows" and podcast over the web to an audience 

that far exceeds the geographical reach of any single radio 

station. Personal computing devices that fit into your 

pocket are more powerful than ever, and function as 

phone, computer, and game station. With desktop 

computers and laptops, entrepreneurs build their own web 

sites, online businesses and stores, and take advantage of 

systems that just a few years ago were affordable only to 

the largest companies. On the web, individuals publish 

their writings, create and join causes, and share their 

thoughts with each other. Likewise, students and scholars 

use powerful search tools to retrieve - in seconds - specific 

information from collections of material that dwarf the 

holdings of the largest libraries in the world. Thanks to the 

rise of pop technology, individuals can quickly and easily 

do things that used to be utterly impossible. 

Implications for the future of democracy 

     All of this has some very interesting implications for 

democracy. The point of this book is that we are at a 

unique juncture in our history. The advent of powerful low 

cost technology provides a critical opportunity to 

strengthen our American democracy for the challenges of 

our future: The opportunity to improve our ability to 

leverage collective intelligence for collaborative national 

planning. To my thinking, if our democracy follows a path 
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of decline and decay it will be because we failed to 

recognize and capitalize on this critical opportunity.  

     This book is laid out in three parts which are described 

in the paragraphs that follow. 

Part One: The Problems (Chapters 1-2) 

     This section addresses the fundamental problems that 

currently reduce the effectiveness of our democracy, and 

threaten its future. Some participants (namely, citizens) 

are not able to participate as effectively as they could, 

while other participants (politicians, corporations and 

others) participate with full and perhaps inappropriate 

powers.  

Part Two: The Opportunity (Chapters 3-5) 

     This section explains how and why we are at a unique 

point in our history. Pop technology promises access to 

new tools and ideas that could allow significant 

improvements to the participation of citizens in a 

democracy. These communication and collaboration tools 

could allow us to take citizen participation beyond simply 

voting and listening to/reacting to broadcasted viewpoints. 

Tracing the probable evolution of these tools into the 

future, it is a relatively conservative prediction that pop 

technology will make feasible, perhaps for the first time, 

the truly effective mass participation of citizens in 

collaborative national planning.  
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Part Three: A Starting Point (Chapters 6-
15) 

     This section of the book lays out a proposed solution 

that could leverage the power of pop technology to 

alleviate the problems described in Part One, while taking 

advantage of the opportunity described in Part Two. It is a 

starting point on the path to a better future democracy. 

Rough around the edges, and described with inconsistent 

detail – but I hope enough detail to prove that it actually 

could work. The ideas in this section would require much 

refinement, and significant investment to be successful.  

     My motive was to lay out in as much detail as I could, 

a (soon to be) feasible idea for how pop technology might 

be harnessed to improve the future potential of our 

democracy. I hope others will see the potential of this 

idea, and shape and reshape it into what it ultimately could 

be. The idea cannot be taken to its full potential by any 

one person. When fully implemented it might bear little 

resemblance to the specific technology solution described 

in this book. If it achieves improved participation of 

American citizens in our democracy, and facilitates 

collaborative planning, it would be a crowning 

achievement on the part of those able to bring it to reality.   

Urgency 

     I hope it is clear that this book is more than just a 

prognostication about political trends or the future 

evolution of democratic government.  
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     This is a book with a sense of urgency about the future 

we could begin to build. It is also very much a book about 

what we could do to earn the respect - rather than the 

disgust - of future generations.  

     Bring up politics with almost any American citizen, 

and you will immediately hear cynicism and hopelessness. 

That we are just the spectators, doomed to watch endless 

bouts of political mud wrestling. We are not engaged in 

actively thinking about and planning for our country's 

future. We cannot be. We may think and mull all we want, 

but the vast majority of our thoughts and ideas will never 

get through to those who govern. There currently is no 

mechanism that can facilitate the participation of all 

Americans. As a nation we do not aggregate our collective 

intelligence. And it shows.  

     We do not make the right choices in how we will spend 

our limited time and resources. Our current political 

system expends much money and energy on things other 

than good choices and decisive action on the problems 

that confront our nation and its citizens. Large sectors of 

our current political system operate with little or no 

effective accountability to citizens.   

     We could build a very different and much improved 

democratic experience for American citizens. There are 

things that "we" could do to change American politics in 

spite of the determined efforts and apparent 

invulnerability of the (ultimately mythical) "them." It 
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relies mostly on us the individuals. We could start today, 

without waiting for anyone else. 
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Part One: The Problems 
 

The chapters in this section describe the flaws in our 

national discourse, and the diminishing the power of the 

people to hold their government accountable. Chapter 1 

describes the flaws in our national discourse and points 

out some of the causes of them. Chapter 2 describes the 

diminished influence that the people have in comparison 

to other participants in government. 
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CHAPTER 1 
  

Flaws in our National Discourse  

 

     Our national discourse in its current state is affected by 

several serious flaws. Together these flaws pose disadvantages 

to the governed and the government alike. These flaws sabotage 

the process of intelligent planning and decision making.  

     Some of these flaws are described in the paragraphs 

below. There are no doubt others, but these are the flaws 

that seem to me to be most serious. They are also the 

flaws that most likely can be remedied by the solution that 

will be proposed later in this book. 

A tendency toward polarization  

     I listed polarization first in the list of ills affecting our 

discourse, because it is seems to be a consequence or 

symptom of the other flaws described in this chapter. If 

these other flaws were remedied, polarization would 

probably decline. 

     From the beginning, ours has been a deeply divided 

nation. Each side has always held that the other side was 

destroying the country. Somehow the nation has endured, 

but a casual review of the great conflicts of our history 

reveals the immense cost and pain of the polarization that 

infects our politics. Political polarization in America 
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seems to manifest itself repeatedly in a couple of 

behaviors which are incompatible with our responsibilities 

as stewards of our nation, and our responsibility to our 

future generations: 

·  Commitment to an agenda regardless of its accuracy 

or flaws. This relates to the mental assumption that the 

other side is so dangerous and bad that I am justified 

pursuing my course no matter how inaccurate or 

misguided it may ultimately prove to be.  

·  Refusal to see both sides of the issue. The mentality 

here is I will stick with my particular brand of 

polarized groupthink, even if I privately have 

misgivings about it.1  

 

     These behaviors are indefensible, in the light of our 

responsibility to future Americans. But they are not 

simply character flaws or the result of poor ethics. They 

are in my view, symptoms caused by the fact that our 

national discourse is missing some critical elements. Our 

national discourse does not currently have a framework 

that imposes the prerequisites for productive collaborative 

planning. Some of those prerequisites are:    

·  Agreed upon objectives  

·  Agreed upon timeframe(s) in which the objectives 

must be accomplished  

·  A commonly understood penalty or loss that will 

occur if the objectives are not achieved in the 

timeframe. 
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     In addition, our national discourse lacks the proper 

tools to allow citizen participation in collaborative 

planning on a large scale.  Because our national discourse 

lacks the proper tools, and has no imposed sense of 

objective, time, or penalty for failure, we return time and 

time again to entrenched political polarization – a 

behavior that future generations may view as a petty 

indulgence.  

Over-reliance on the limited capacities of 
mass media 

     Our national tendency toward polarization is linked to 

an over-reliance on the limited capacities of mass media. 

Because our political discourse relies so heavily on mass 

media, the limitations of mass media have had a direct and 

deep impact on our political discourse. Two primary 

limitations are described below:  

1. Mass media’s limited ability to provide complete and 

accurate information. Coverage of news and issues 

must be profitable, and (therefore) must be prioritized. 

This inevitably results in the oversimplification of 

issues or incomplete coverage of issues by any single 

entity. Profit driven journalism – in both print and 

television – has no choice but to oversimplify issues to 

at least some degree in order to avoid diluting the 

stream of advertising that allow the average 

publication or media company to survive. The 
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connected requirements of profit and prioritization 

also drive news organizations to comply with the 

prevailing perceptions (accurate or not) of what the 

average person will pay attention to. Scandal and 

conflict receive much more airtime than constructive 

progress and positive developments. Likewise the 

majority of news topics – even important ones – 

receive condensed coverage rather than in-depth 

coverage in most of the leading news publications. 

Critical planning discussions, aside from the 

occasional sound byte, receive practically no air time 

at all.  

2. Mass media’s limited ability to facilitate two way 

interactions between various groups. The mass media 

that existed before the widespread adoption of the 

Internet (radio, television and print) could only 

facilitate a one-to-many broadcasting model with 

communication going only one direction.  

 

     Before the rise of modern mass media, American 

political polarization was often fueled by, or at least 

coincided with, the printing of countless pamphlets as well 

as public discussion and debates. The mass media of the 

20th century, and the pamphlets and debates of the 18-19th 

centuries have something in common. They have all been 

limited by the same factors: 

·  They could not provide two way communication 
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·  They could not facilitate the full participation of the 

citizenry in collaborative planning 

 

     There have been attempts by numerous mass media 

entities to facilitate two way communication through 

public debates, forums, meetings or in more modern 

times, focus groups. However these attempts could never 

allow more than a tiny fraction of the population to fully 

participate. On a different note, the carefully scripted 

television debates and town hall meetings common today 

would be most accurately described as political theatre (if 

not propaganda), and can hardly be categorized as a 

meaningful attempt to facilitate two way communication 

or collaborative planning.  

     To summarize, before continuing with the remaining 

flaws, our polarization appears to be linked to an over-

reliance on a mechanism (mass media) which is incapable 

of facilitating two way communication, and fully informed 

participation in a collaborative planning process.  

     Where two way communication and full participation 

are both impossible, the basis for lucid democracy is 

endangered. Whenever people find that they cannot bring 

their concerns to a receptive thoughtful forum for 

consideration, whenever they find they have no 

meaningful input to the plans being made, they have a 

grave choice. They can do nothing, or they can resort to 

more extreme options such as public revolt and protest, or 

even violence. At a minimum they will begin to exhibit all 
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the hallmark behaviors of political polarization: caricature 

of the opposing views, suspicion, accusations, distortion, 

and alarmism.  

No common vocabulary 

     We have no common vocabulary for the issues under 

discussion. Instead the contestants – those politicians, 

activists, and others engaged in debate over an issue – 

may hide behind double meanings, disparate definitions or 

conflicting uses of terms. This may or may not be 

deliberate, but we cannot hope to leverage our collective 

intelligence if we do not discuss issues using common 

terms and definitions.  

No complete view of an issue 

     We are rarely given a complete layout of an issue with 

all of its components. Instead politicians, with the 

complicity of sympathetic journalists, are often able to 

obscure the components of an issue, upon which their 

stance might degrade their chances of re-election. Others, 

particularly those with fundraising objectives, omit 

inconvenient details which might cast their issue as 

anything other than an apocalyptic battle for good and 

evil. This partial obscuring of the elements of an issue is at 

the root of many, many needless debates.  
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No time sensitivity in our national 
discourse.  

     In most national debates, participants in the national 

discourse behave as if they were sports team fans, or 

contestants in some trivial contest, or televised wrestling 

match. There is tacit acceptance of a notion that these are 

intractable battles, which will last forever, or until the 

unlikely event that one side becomes exhausted. Or that 

our most important political debates and elections are just 

seasonal events, like playoffs, where old rivalries are 

gleefully resurrected and nurtured year after year. There is 

the constant performing for the camera. We pay no 

attention to the ticking of our national clock. We do not 

seem to realize that we have very limited windows of 

opportunity to achieve what we need to achieve as a 

nation in order to prepare properly for the challenges of 

our future.  

No clear sense of objective  

     Our national debates seem to have no sense of 

objective. We are debating this issue so we can achieve 

what? What is the goal? I worry that sometimes the goal 

actually equates to some complete banishment of any 

opposing ideas. In other words, tyranny.  

     It is easy to debate in a vacuum. It is quite another level 

of responsibility to debate an issue within the constraints 

imposed by commonly held goals, limited time, and 

limited resources. This kind of debate requires foresight 
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and an understanding of how to move things forward even 

in difficult circumstances. It also requires an appreciation 

for the value of differing viewpoints in the context of 

debate.  

No appreciation for the true value and 
purpose of debate  

     Participants in the national discourse are above all else, 

partners in the pursuit of their future security. Ideas and 

plans always require refinement or scrutiny. Debate and 

the conflict between opposing concerns or ideas can be 

productive if the process reveals the essential (pivotal) 

elements of the issue instead of obscuring them. This is 

how legitimate debate differs from frivolous bickering.  

     Legitimate debate is critical to the success of a plan or 

idea. The person with the sharpest arguments against your 

idea is not by any stretch the primary obstacle to its 

success. The obstacles to success are myriad other things 

which will come to bear during the idea’s implementation 

- no matter if there is a complete absence of resistance to 

the idea. The opponent who appears to be sharply 

contesting your idea, may well be one of your best allies. 

Not because the person liked your idea, but because the 

person offered insight that forced you to strengthen the 

idea. Or forced you to think about another aspect of the 

idea, before embarking on a costly mistake. In the context 

of our national discourse, useful debate is not about “who 

wins the argument” but more about discovering:   
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·  What are the steps that will get us to our goal?  

·  What are the blind spots or pitfalls we should be 

aware of on our way to that goal? 

 

     When you look at it this way, you hope that there are 

dissenting opinions and hope with all your heart that they 

are coming from sharp intellect and founded on good 

reason. 

     Unfortunately our national discourse in its current state 

does not leverage the value of legitimate debate. 

Over-reliance on polling 

     Conventional wisdom in political circles assumes that 

polling is the standard method for determining the will or 

wishes of the people. Polling certainly can be a useful tool 

for those hoping to assess the opinions of a target set of 

individuals. The heavy reliance on polling underscores the 

hunger that politicians have for knowing what their 

constituents think and want. It is probably one of the best 

currently available tools, and in most cases great care is 

taken to ensure the accuracy of the results.  

     But in spite of this there are a number of problems with 

focus groups, polling and other market research 

techniques as they are applied to politics2. Polling can be 

good for limited purposes, but it does not address the need 

to facilitate better citizen participation in government – 

nor is it meant to – and is no substitute for the solution this 

book attempts to propose. 
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     When we conduct focus groups, only a small fraction 

of the population are able to participate. Any attempt to 

tap into a “representative” minority of the whole 

population or of a significant group is risky, not just 

because it has a margin of error, but also because it is 

limited in scope, budget and purpose. Polling is 

commissioned by individual entities for specific limited 

purposes. It does not provide a solution for systematically 

soliciting the best ideas and best thinking of the American 

people on all issues that the nation faces.  

     When we conduct ad hoc street corner polls, or call 

people during dinner, we interrupt busy people to get their 

top-of-mind thoughts about deeply important issues. 

When we do this, we are asking people their opinions 

under two particular circumstances not conducive to good 

results:  

·  They may have had no opportunity to know or think 

about the crucial factors involved in whatever 

question we’re about to ask, and;  

·  They are disrupted from their normal busy pace of life  

 

     This method is not likely to plumb the best thought of 

the citizenry. It is the equivalent of bumping into your 

lawyer in the grocery store and breathlessly asking for on-

the-spot advice about your messy and expensive divorce. 

Or shouting your symptoms across the parking lot, to your 

doctor who is just getting out of his car. If these 

individuals are competent, they will probably give 
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themselves time to deliberate and investigate the details 

before offering their recommendations. Citizens, who are 

asked to offer their recommendations on issues of equal or 

greater significance are rarely offered true assistance or 

time for thinking about the issues.  

     Online polls and surveys3 – when conducted by 

qualified organizations - have one advantage in that they 

can allow participation by a much broader group of people 

for a given cost. And, unlike phone polls or street polls, 

participants often have some choice over when and where 

they take the poll and how much time they want to spend 

doing it.  

     In summary, polling offers useful methods for 

sampling the opinions of groups of people, but decades 

from now I suspect it will be seen as a formative first step, 

but still a rather primitive species in the evolution of 

democratic representation. Polling is no substitute for a 

more advanced mechanism that helps citizens organize 

and articulate their wishes to their elected representatives.  

No framework that facilitates 
collaborative planning 

     So far we have seen that our national discourse relies 

heavily on mass media and a variety of polling techniques. 

These are two pieces of what should be a much larger 

framework that facilitates full participation of citizens in 

collaborative planning.  
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     We must have a way to share different views, and then 

bring them together constructively. We must be able to 

look at the different sides of the coin, listen to the 

concerns of all the various stakeholders, and then make a 

plan. The plan has to address the concerns of all involved, 

and it has to achieve something in the near term, and it has 

to impact the long term. This kind of rational, inclusive 

planning is missing in our national discourse right now. 

     Citizens are the most qualified experts on the front line 

issues of being a citizen. Initially they might not be able to 

fully articulate their requirements and needs4, but will over 

time be able to offer increasingly beneficial input, if – and 

only if – there is a mechanism that gathers and brings 

order to their input. This would be a key ingredient in any 

framework that is set up to facilitate collaborative 

planning.  

 
Chapter 1 Notes 
 
1. This point was objectively raised by Lillian B. Rubin in the 
essay "Why Don't They Listen to Us? Speaking to the Working 
Class," Dissent Magazine, Winter 2005. The full text of the 
essay is available online at 
http://www.dissentmagazine.org/menutest/articles/wi05/rubin.ht
m 
 
2. In addition to the limitations of polling discussed in the text, 
there are some polling practices and issues which can undermine 
the ability of polling to serve as a reliable barometer of the will 
of the people. Some of these practices and issues are related to 
the wide variety of entities who engage in polling and surveys. 
Reputable research firms seek to adhere to the best practices and 
require their employees to be aware of and to practice research 
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and analysis techniques that contribute to accurate results. 
Unfortunately, a significant number of other entities engage in 
questionable research and polling practices either deliberately or 
inadvertently through the use of untrained and loosely 
supervised employees or even volunteers. Some examples of 
questionable practices are noted below: 
 
(a) Screening survey candidates before inviting them to take a 
poll. In some instances, polling companies call a survey 
candidate, and ask them a series of questions. If the candidate 
answers the questions a certain way, the pollster then invites the 
person to take an online poll. This method has been used to 
provide elected representatives with polls implying a huge 
majority of public support for a certain position. If the survey 
candidates had not been screened, the poll results may not have 
implied such a huge majority. 
 
(b) Sugging and Frugging. Sugging refers to selling under the 
guise of polling, while frugging is a term used to denote 
fundraising under the guise of polling. Both practices involve 
the misuse of questions, statements or other survey techniques 
in an attempt to influence the participant rather than simply 
obtain opinions or information. Reputable market research and 
polling firms typically do not engage in these kinds of practices. 
The Market Research Association has developed detailed 
definitions of both terms. See http://www.mra-
net.org/resources/abuse.cfm   
 
(c) Illusions of consensus. What happens when the public is 
presented with a poll stating that the majority of people have a 
certain position on an issue? Such presentations could be a 
distortion of the collective intelligence of the public, but would 
still be influential to at least some of the public. There are those 
who will change their mind if they know that the majority of 
their fellow-citizens have decided a certain way, or believe that 
a certain thing is or is not a problem. For example, what might 
be the ramifications of newscast with poll results showing that 
95% of Americans believe that there is no need for concern over 
the future of Social Security.  
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(d) Superficial or incomplete presentation of options. Polling 
may sometimes force a certain classification of people or ideas 
onto situations where they might not be appropriate. For 
example, I may run an opinion poll that asks: what is the best 
way to get from NY to LA? Let’s suppose that I simply list 3 
major airlines, as if these were the only possible ways of getting 
from NY to LA? Or what if I simply listed several interstate 
highways? By limiting the number of choices I am changing the 
entire exercise. What are we trying to resolve here? Which 
airline is best or which interstate is best? Or which cities might 
be the most pleasant overnight stays en route from NY to LA? 
Information gathered from such a poll will be artificially limited 
by the frame of reference set by the question. This approach is 
convenient and useful for corporations trying to understand how 
a customer will respond when faced with a limited number of 
alternatives. This approach is not appropriate (though it is often 
used) in situations where a group of people are trying to find a 
creative solution to a problem.  

 
3. The discussion of online polling does not include the popular 
public polls that appear on many web sites, because these polls 
often have very limited ability to ensure that each person 
participates only once.  
 
4. The inability to immediately articulate requirements is a 
known issue that if not managed properly will hamper any 
project. The users of a system (or building, etc) require 
assistance in articulating what exactly they need. The 
articulation of needs must also be organized and prioritized, and 
a mechanism for doing this is needed. A number of business 
analysis and project management methodologies include 
techniques and practices for assisting and organizing the 
articulation of requirements. See 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Requirements_gathering for an 
overview of requirements analysis and its challenges.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 
The Diminishing Influence of the 

People 
 

     The flaws in our national discourse, as outlined in 

Chapter 1 have a cumulative effect on the relationship 

between the people and their government. These flaws 

have contributed to a situation in which the people have a 

diminishing ability to influence and hold their government 

accountable. This chapter outlines this imbalance of power 

between the people and their government.  

     A key principle of our democracy in the United States 

is that the people will hold ultimate power and that this 

power will be wielded through voting. This principle can 

be compromised, however, if one can disrupt the people’s 

ability to decide how to vote or who to vote for. Whether 

the disruption is intentional or not, is peripheral. The point 

is that it is possible to create a scenario where the people’s 

ability to decide is disrupted and consequently their power 

to hold the government accountable is diminished. 

     This scenario is occurring now. Armed with modern 

polling, public relations and marketing techniques, 

politicians have gained an advantage that allows them to 

elude the accountability our nation’s founders envisioned 

that the people should hold over government. This eluding 
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of accountability is not necessarily a deliberate act on the 

part of politicians; rather it is the result of a current 

imbalance in our political system.  

     This imbalance arises from the new tools and 

capabilities now at the disposal of politicians, including 

modern polling and research practices, public relations 

and marketing techniques, particularly as they relate to 

advertising or the orchestration of messages in the modern 

mass media. These messages may convey information (or 

misinformation) about specific candidates or issues, or 

provide the appearance - true or false - of consensus. 

Direct messages are influential. The appearance of 

consensus can be doubly influential.  

     It is true that the people have likewise gained new tools 

and capabilities: namely the information services of the 

Internet and the modern mass media. However the people 

and the politicians have not benefited equally from these 

new tools. The people’s tools are – in their current state - 

not nearly as effective at ensuring accountability as the 

political tools are at eluding it. There are several reasons 

for this: 

1. The media derives its revenue from advertising 

including politically related advertising. Thus while 

specific news stories or individual journalists may 

provide great service to the people (and their ability to 

decide who to vote for), the industry as a whole is 

decidedly focused on providing benefits to advertisers, 

corporate and political.  
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2. Political action groups, politically active corporations 

and some politicians – all motivated to advance only 

their (partial and incomplete) point of view - 

underwrite polling, public relations as well as portions 

of the news and entertainment media. They do so 

purely for their own purposes.  

3. While politicians can hire professionals to help them 

develop their focus and agendas, the people have no 

real similar help at their disposal. The resulting 

agendas often do not reflect the will of the people to 

the extent that they could if a better mechanism could 

be found.  

 

     As a result of this imbalance, the people have become 

the targets of an information overload (using the term 

“information” rather loosely) which makes it difficult to 

discern what is factual and what is not, and what is 

significant and what is not. This makes it difficult for the 

people, collectively and individually, to rationally 

consider and influence the course of their nation.  

     In addition, these same circumstances make it more 

difficult for the people to determine an agenda and 

measure the government’s performance against that 

agenda. The term agenda here simply refers a set of 

desired results, and the requirements or tasks that must be 

done in a specific timeframe in order to achieve those 

desired results.  
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Part Two: The Opportunity  
 

     This section discusses a unique opportunity that we are 

presented with due to the popularization of low cost 

communication and collaboration technologies.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 
The Shift from Partisanship to 

Planning 
 

     One of the great gifts of my life has been the 

opportunity to get to know so many very different 

Americans. I grew up in the very Republican upstate of 

South Carolina. I now live in the rather Democratic (our 

Republican governor notwithstanding) city of Honolulu, 

Hawaii.  

     After graduating from the one and only Bob Jones 

University, I moved to northern Virginia, got married and 

lived there for five years. In addition to working in various 

government agencies and firms in the Washington D.C. 

area, I traveled to, and worked with people in California, 

Chicago, New York, among other places. In these 

experiences I began to meet many Americans who thought 

very differently from how I thought at the time. I was 

exposed for the first time to the entire range of liberals, 

conservatives and many who could not be easily 

categorized. All of them came from vastly different 

perspectives and backgrounds from mine.  

     As I got to know these groups - through first hand 

experience instead of through caricature and satire -  I 

began to catalog and compare the thinking and positions 
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of different groups of people I was meeting. I learned a 

lot. I began to solidify my philosophy about politics and 

rethink many of my long held positions.    

     Then in 1995 my wife Dina and I moved to Hawaii. 

Once again I underwent a culture shock of sorts and came 

to see the world through yet another completely different 

set of eyes.  

     In some ways, Hawaii is not nearly as materialistic or 

outwardly ambitious as other places. There is a spirituality 

and an openness here that many people feel nurtured by. 

While Washington DC can perhaps be characterized as a 

capital city of the West, Honolulu is immersed in the ways 

of the East.  

     Hawaii’s political and social thought is generally very 

different from that of South Carolina, or Washington D.C. 

for that matter. My wife and I have traveled many times 

from Honolulu to visit my relatives in South Carolina, and 

these trips have always juxtaposed the different thinking 

of these regions in stark terms. 

     Across the years of my slow migration from the Bible 

Belt to the Aloha State, I have come to appreciate what a 

valuable opportunity it was to be able to discuss politics 

and life in general with such a wide array of people – 

many of whom at first glance appeared to hold radically 

opposed beliefs and political positions. I also owe a debt 

of gratitude to many gracious people who have befriended 

me in spite of my rough edges, been patient with me, and 
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been willing to engage in civilized discussion and debate 

with me. 

     Over time, as I talked with more and more individuals, 

something very surprising began to sink in. I saw that 

most of these individuals, even the extremely polarized, 

weren’t as far from the opposite extreme as I originally 

assumed. To me, they ultimately they did not seem to be 

separated by unbridgeable gaps. Both sides usually had 

valid concerns. Sometimes both sides held the same 

concerns without realizing it. Each side often held 

unfounded fears about the other.  

     In the overwhelming majority of the cases, their 

concerns were simply two sides of the same issue – two 

very valid concerns, both of which ought to be kept in 

mind when making decisions about the issue. In other 

cases, their concerns were a result of misunderstandings 

caused by the dominant political voices (and/or media 

coverage) which were shaping the issue at the time. These 

misunderstandings seemed to relate to conflicting use of 

terms, lack of full disclosure, or lack of coherent coverage 

of the issue. And in some cases, the debate arose from the 

fact that the issue was indeed a complex one, with no easy 

answers.  

     It made me begin to wonder why we Americans 

couldn’t be more collaborative in our politics. One initial 

culprit caught my attention: Partisan politics and the 

political fundraising activities that enable them.  
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     Whether its direct mail pieces with lots of exclamation 

points or funny online video clips, political activists tend 

to use alarmist tactics and ridicule to raise money. You 

don’t get huge donations by suggesting that your political 

rivals are reasonable, or that dialogue might be productive. 

The thinking goes, you get big donations by generating 

anger, scorn and fear. By convincing your audience that if 

they don’t donate, the morons on the other side are going 

to destroy the country.  

     In the warped world of competitive political 

fundraising, anything other than intractable war against 

the other side is portrayed as compromise, and 

compromise has been given a negative connotation. But 

war or compromise are not the only two choices. There is 

another choice: clarity. Simple clarity could resolve many 

of these debates. Why wasn’t there more clarity?  

     Then I began to realize that partisan politics and 

fundraising weren’t really the sum of the problem. The 

problem at its roots has to do with the old debates about 

how democracy is supposed to work. And on a more 

fundamental level: how does a group decide upon the best 

course for itself? How do we steer away from the 

tendency toward chaos, and instead leverage the power of 

our collective intelligence and capabilities?  

     I am not about to offer a magical solution or updated 

essay for this problem, since it is thousands of years old, 

and has been the subject of countless works by great 

political and economic thinkers.  
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     But what I do want to raise in this book is the 

possibility that perhaps this age old issue has moved 

forward a step or two, thanks to the rise of what I’ve 

labeled “pop technology.” Perhaps previously untenable 

conclusions might become tenable for the first time. And 

perhaps things are about to change.  

     Instead of arguing about whether the government or the 

people can better manage things, or whether liberals or 

conservatives have got it right, maybe we will be able to 

embark on a transformation of behavior from endless 

bickering to collaborative planning.  

     Perhaps there is a rare opportunity before us – an 

opportunity to transform our national disfunctionality into 

a National Agenda. Our plan for our country. A plan that 

answers, year by year, the most important question of all:  

     How will we think together to make the best choices for 

our future, and how will we work together to implement 

those choices? 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
Pop Technology Innovations that 

Could Revolutionize Citizen 
Participation  

 

     This chapter examines current examples of pop 

technology innovations that have the potential to map out 

a new future for American democracy. I refer to these as 

“pop technology” innovations because they are widely 

available and affordable (in fact most of them are free), 

they tend to provide benefits to individuals not just 

corporations or government, and they allow individuals to 

participate in large scale planning, collaboration, and 

management of information. Together these kinds of 

innovations could offer a political process characterized 

by more meaningful citizen participation and more 

effective planning and collaboration. 1  

     Pop technology could revolutionize politics because it 

provides practical communication and collaboration tools 

that open the door - probably for the first time in history - 

to the possibility of two things:  

·  A higher level of effective citizen participation in 

government than was perhaps ever before possible.  

·  A new politics dominated by collaborative planning 

rather than competitive debate.  
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     The pop technology innovations in this chapter tend to 

fall into two categories:  

·  Improved tools: New technology tools that have made 

it easier for people to collaborate and manage 

information. 

·  Improved processes: New processes are often possible 

when new technology tools are used, and understood 

thoroughly. When people become proficient with a set 

of tools – any set of tools – their process for doing 

things can change considerably. In the case of 

technology tools, new processes of collaboration are 

now possible. These new processes allow larger 

groups of people to work together productively and to 

achieve more than they previously would have been 

able to.  

 

     This chapter will look at the benefits of these new ideas 

and the tools and processes they provide.  

Innovation #1: The American Memory 
Project 

Several years ago, while visiting the Library of Congress 

for primary sources related to Hawaiian history, I 

stumbled upon the American Memory Project.2 I was 

amazed at the ambition of the project and intrigued by the 

vast set of material being collected and preserved. Today 

the American Memory Project provides online access to 
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over 5 million digitized copies of historical documents, 

photographs, audio and film recordings. If you visit the 

American Memory web site 

(http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/), you will find an 

astounding range of material:  

·  1903 film of a Chinese funeral in San Francisco  

·  Vintage maps of Hawaii showing the old railroad lines 

which no longer exist 

·  Advertisements, political posters, broadsides and 

pamphlets 

·  Audio recordings of oral interviews from Native 

Americans 

·  Sheet music, chants and poems 

·  Historical letters and papers of famous Americans 

·  Proverbs and wise sayings 

 

     Here for the first time was an attempt on a national 

scale to collect and preserve what Americans from all 

origins and walks of life had recorded in writing, 

photography and oral interviews. A national scrapbook 

you might say, and a record of the things that we want our 

future generations to remember.  

     The idea of a National Agenda would be similar in 

breadth and ambition in that it also seeks to record what 

Americans have to say. The American Memory project 

attempts to record the statements of American’s past for 

the purpose of preserving a national memory, while a 

National Agenda would seek to record the statements of 
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Americans present, for the purpose of documenting a 

national plan. A key difference between the two is that the 

American Memory project had to contend with the 

challenge of vast amounts of material submitted in non-

electronic formats. Much of the data collection had to be 

done manually, and most of the materials were in non-

digital formats like paper, microfilm, and audiocassettes. 

One of the specialists at the Library of Congress told me 

that in some cases people were literally sending them 

bundles of papers in shoe boxes. The National Agenda 

would hopefully be able to collect and record information 

in a more efficient manner. 

     I have to give credit to the American Memory project 

because seeing it in its formative stages in the mid-1990’s 

and seeing what it has since become encourages me to 

believe that the National Agenda idea will prove feasible. 

I also highly recommend visiting this amazing resource.  

Innovation #2: The open source model of 
collaboration 

     The open source3 model refers to a collaboration 

approach that guides a group of volunteers linked by the 

Internet to successfully manage large complex endeavors. 

One of the primary advantages of this approach is the 

ability to leverage the efforts and knowledge of large 

groups of people regardless of their location or schedules. 

This approach, or aspects of it are sometimes referred to 
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by other names such as “Virtual Decentralised Networks” 

or “Virtual Networked Organizations”.4  

     Probably the most famous achievement to date of the 

open source model is the development of the Linux 

operating system. Linux is a large and complex operating 

system that powers literally thousands of mission critical 

systems for small and large organizations. Linux provides 

a compelling alternative to the computer operating 

systems developed by Microsoft and others. It is 

particularly well suited for cost effective and reliable 

operations of large corporate enterprises, and its 

widespread adoption by Fortune 1000 companies clearly 

supports this point.  

     This remarkable achievement came not from a well run 

company but from a group of unaffiliated volunteers who 

were not compensated, not promised anything, and not 

even required to participate in the first place. These 

volunteers came from a wide variety of cultural, national, 

and professional backgrounds. They had a variety of 

differing opinions about how specific tasks ought to be 

done. Yet they successfully built a well functioning 

system.  

     Prior to this achievement, few took seriously the notion 

that a group of volunteers could create a complex 

operating system rivaling similar products from billion 

dollar corporations. The additional notions that the Linux 

operating system would also be extremely reliable and that 

the volunteers would be able to debug and improve the 
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product faster than corporate competitors, were considered 

impossible by most.  

     But the Linux operating system does score on all of 

these points:  

·  It does rival the best offerings of large multi-billion 

dollar companies,  

·  Its users considered the system more reliable than 

competing operating systems (in stark contrast to the 

admissions of those who use competing operating 

systems),  

·  It evolves at a speed universally accepted to be many 

times faster than the speed of the offerings of 

corporate competitors.  

 

     Eric Raymond, a long time open source advocate and 

programmer, has written a landmark paper entitled “The 

Cathedral and the Bazaar” which outlines the primary 

strengths of the open source model in comparison to 

traditional models.5 In his paper, Raymond describes his 

conversion from belief in the “cathedral” model of 

software development to the “bazaar” model.  

     He originally assumed, like so many others, that 

volunteers linked by the Internet could successfully create 

small software programs.  He believed that larger efforts 

could only be managed by large corporations who took a 

“cathedral” approach which relied upon, in his words 

“individual wizards or small bands of mages working in 

splendid isolation”.  
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     The current conventional assumptions about how the 

nation is managed, tend toward the cathedral model. 

Citizens who are frustrated with our government will 

readily see the applicability of Raymond’s wonderful 

phrase “small bands of mages working in splendid 

isolation”. Though I suppose some would be hesitant to 

confer the title of “mage” upon certain members of our 

Congress.  

     But Raymond changed his mind after he witnessed the 

development and rise of the Linux operating system. 

Linux represented a huge effort by thousands of 

individuals. He came to believe in what he called the 

“bazaar” model, what he calls “a great babbling bazaar of 

differing agendas and approaches”. Raymond then went 

on to test this model, by leading an open-source project 

himself, and deliberately trying to follow the principles of 

the bazaar. His paper details this experience and the 

principles that he was able to test and learn first hand 

during the course of the effort.  

     Raymond’s paper focuses on software development, 

but he highlights principles that apply equally well to 

large collaborative efforts in general. The same principles 

that assisted the effort of developing and evolving a large 

complex software system, can assist the effort of 

developing something on the magnitude of a National 

Agenda.  
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     Raymond indirectly covers another benefit: the ability 

to resolve differing opinions. This was an important aspect 

for the forward progress of the Linux development effort. 

     The National Agenda effort is definitely a larger effort, 

but the Linux effort should not be underestimated. 

Valuable insights and lessons can be mined from the 

experiences and achievements of the Linux effort,6 many 

of which have direct applicability to the challenges posed 

by the idea of a National Agenda.  

Innovation #3: The Wikipedia 

The Wikipedia (http://www.wikipedia.com) is an online 

encyclopedia which can be contributed to and edited by 

anyone. At the time of writing, Wikipedia is available in 

ten languages and has over 597,000 entries in English 

alone.  

     You may wonder how such an encyclopedia could 

possibly be accurate or trustworthy. There are some 

principles that allow this kind of effort to work:  

·  The Wikipedia is subjected to mass scrutiny: it can be 

seen anytime anywhere by anyone. If there is a flaw, it 

is openly viewable by anyone. 

·  Its workings and the origins of its entries are 

transparent. The writers are on equal status with the 

readers.  

·  Those scrutinizing it have the power to change it 

immediately, with no complicated steps or 

hierarchical bureaucracies to navigate.  
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     The Wikipedia, like the Linux operating system is 

another example of a large achievement done by 

volunteers working outside of a corporate or government 

structure. Much of the functionality of the National 

Agenda document, and the collaboration tools that allow 

people to update it could borrow from the functionality 

and ideas in already use in the Wikipedia.  

Innovation #4: Appreciative Inquiry 

      Appreciative Inquiry is a different approach to 

planning. Appreciative Inquiry is not a technology, but it 

is included here because it provides improved methods for 

helping large groups of people collaborate and plan for 

change. It is particularly well suited to the new breed of 

communication and collaboration that pop technology 

facilitates. Originally conceived as a way to assist 

organizational change, the concept of Appreciative 

Inquiry was first published formally in 1987 by David L. 

Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva, two professors at the 

Weatherhead School of Management.7 Numerous 

contributions to the concept have been made by others in 

the years since.  

      In contrast to the traditional approach of identifying 

problems and seeking their solutions, Appreciative Inquiry 

provides a process for identifying strengths and positive 

characteristics. It seeks to focus on and develop these 

strengths and positive traits rather than focus on the 



AMERICA 2076 

49 

eradication of bad traits. It is perhaps a modern application 

of the very old concept of “overcoming evil with good”. 

      Appreciative Inquiry practitioners have developed 

methods that can guide a large group of people through a 

process of identifying their strengths, and thinking about 

ways to make those strengths a more consistent feature of 

their performance. The approach seeks to discover specific 

instances where positive behaviors, characteristics and 

achievements occurred and then determine how to make 

those positive elements more pervasive in the organization 

or group. This approach has obvious application to our 

national discourse. As a nation we have a considerable set 

of positive characteristics and strengths, but we tend to 

focus the majority of our attention on bemoaning or 

ranting about our failures. Appreciative Inquiry asserts 

that groups of people can best overcome their weaknesses 

by focusing on the cultivation of their positive 

characteristics and strengths. 

Innovation #5: Online communities  

     Online communities have existed in various forms for 

years now, but more recently have gained popularity as 

viable online communities that are easy to use, and do not 

require participants to be technology experts. Some of the 

more innovative community tools are starting to go 

beyond blogger style publishing, and hint at the kind of 

collective thinking and decision-making that will someday 
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be possible. Some notable examples and their significant 

features are described in the following paragraphs.  

 

LiveJournal 
     LiveJournal, (http://www.livejournal.com) is an online 

community that allows participants to publish their own 

thoughts and writings via an online journal while 

cultivating circles of fellow writers and readers. Readers 

can submit comments in response to writings published 

via LiveJournal. The owner of a journal decides who gets 

to view their writings by adding or deleting individuals 

from their “Friend’s List”. Journal entries can be 

published with one of three access controls:  

·  Private: The journal entry is accessible only by the 

owner of the journal  

·  Friend’s List: The journal entry is accessible by 

anyone on the owner’s Friend’s List  

·  Public: The journal entry is accessible by any Live 

Journal member  

 

     In addition journal owners can subscribe to the journals 

of other members that they wish to follow or read 

regularly.  

     LiveJournal provides two excellent examples of tools 

that enhance collaboration:  

1. The ability to subscribe to different topics, or 

essentially join different groups.  
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2. The ability to keep an entry private to an individual or 

group until it is ready for review by a larger audience.  

 

iCohere 
     iCohere (http://www.icohere.com) specializes in online 

collaboration and discussion tools, and in the cultivation 

of online communities. They have focused a lot of 

attention on learning how best to facilitate collaboration 

between large numbers of individuals who may be located 

in different places. In the process, they have come up with 

some very useful features. For example the iCohere 

bulletin board allows discussion participants to do more 

than simply post replies. Participants can also add an icon 

to their reply which indicates how this participant’s 

statement relates to the previous statements in the 

discussion. For example, some of the icons allow users to 

include indicators such as:  

·  Building on that idea (in support of what you just said, 

I’d like to add the following…) 

·  Here’s a new twist (okay, I see your point, but I’d like 

to introduce a different angle…) 

 

     Sets of icons such as these are useful in providing 

context to ongoing discussion activities.  

 

MoveOn.org 

     MoveOn.org got its start during the Clinton 

impeachment, when founders Joan Blades and Wes Boyd 
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started a petition that urged Congress to censure President 

Clinton and “move on to pressing issues facing the 

nation.” The petition was sent to one hundred 

acquaintances and relatives. The founders created a web 

site (http://www.moveon.org) which helped to facilitate 

100,000 signatures the first week. Today MoveOn.org has 

over two million members nationwide, and  continues to 

provide online information and tools that facilitate very 

effective grassroots activism.8 

 

ThePetitionSite.com 

     This site allows a person to create a petition and gather 

signatures online. Anyone can review and “sign” petitions 

by filling out an online form on the site. According to 

information on the web site9 thePetitionSite.com is also 

used in some instances to collect comments from the 

public during the official "Public Comment Periods" 

which often precede the passing of a new piece of 

legislation.  

     This site, however has no standard method for 

authenticating the online signatures of its petitions, or for 

positively identifying the person who submits an online 

signature, or for ensuring that the person is a U.S. citizen. 

Because of these limitations the site cannot be used for 

legal referendums.  

     The online collaboration tools that would support the 

National Agenda would overcome this limitation by 

requiring participants to register for access. Participants 
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who register would need to prove that they are U.S. 

citizens and registered voters. Additional security 

functionality would ensure that each person only voted 

once for any given referendum. 

Innovation #6: Google TM search 

     Google, the now famous search engine, revolutionized 

online search with a breakthrough that went beyond 

searching based on keywords. Instead of simply seeking to 

match for the search terms, it looks at a number of other 

factors that decide what is relevant and not relevant to the 

person searching.  

     Google publishes only limited details of their 

innovative approach10, but what is known clearly indicates 

that Google is at the forefront of search technologies and 

solutions for helping people quickly sift through 

mindboggling volumes of information. And Google 

continues to provide new innovations at a very rapid pace. 

It is my opinion that the innovators at Google, and perhaps 

some of its emerging competitors are either currently 

capable, or close to being capable of facilitating the kind 

of advanced information search and organization functions 

that would be required by a national collaboration 

framework.  

     In addition, several other endeavors promise to go 

beyond keyword matching, to the ability to intelligently 

analyze and answer questions. Ask Jeeves 

(http://www.ask.com), as well as the Acquaint project 
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(based on search technology developed by I.B.M.), are 

two such examples. 7 

Innovation #7: Federal Docket 
Management System (FDMS) 

     The Federal Docket Management System (FDMS) is a 

leading example of an online initiative to foster citizen 

participation in the processes of government by soliciting 

input directly from citizens. The FDMS web site 

(http://www.regulations.gov) offers a single place where 

citizens can review and comment on proposed federal 

regulations. 

     At this site, citizens can search an extremely wide 

range of regulatory topics - from transportation to wildlife 

management – for proposed regulations they want to 

review. The site provides access to the full text of the 

regulations, along with instructions and addresses for 

submitting comments. Depending on the agency 

overseeing the regulation, comments are submitted via 

postal mail, email, or often via online forms.  

     This web site is an example of the continuing search 

for ways to foster citizen participation in government, and 

solicit the collective intelligence of the population. While 

a very positive first step, the site falls short on several 

counts: 

·  The documentation is often verbose and not conducive 

to readability or easy comprehension. Documentation 

also often refers to other documents which are 
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difficult to track down. Looking through some of the 

regulatory documentation, I noticed solicitations for 

comment that might have benefited from input from 

average citizens. But the writing style used in the 

documents appeared to be targeted at scientists, 

lawyers, or public servants with years of experience in 

deciphering federal jargon. Citizens with valid and 

relevant input may be barred from providing it, simply 

because they can not decipher the lengthy texts.  

·  There is no mechanism that assists in allowing 

citizens to merge different viewpoints before 

submitting them. 

·  There is no accountability to citizens – no description 

of or visibility into the deliberations of agency 

officials as they review the submitted comments. The 

citizen is given no real assurance that comments are 

actually read, or any explanation as to how individual 

comments are considered. Agencies are not required 

to demonstrate that they complied with or even 

considered the input. 

     In spite of these shortcomings, the site illustrates the 

steps already being taken to increase the citizen’s ability 

to participate in government. It can reasonably be 

expected that these efforts will continue and will evolve 

toward increasing reliance on the collective intelligence of 

citizens. It should also be noted that the shortcomings 

described above could also plague the National Agenda 
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effort, and specific attention would need to be focused on 

overcoming them.  

     This concept of citizen participation in federal 

rulemaking was pioneered by the Environmental 

Protection Agency in May 2002 when it launched 

EDOCKET, a web site providing access to proposed 

regulations for public review and comment. The site 

allowed citizens to search for, select and read proposed 

regulations, then provide comments via online forms. In 

November of 2005 EDOCKET was migrated to the 

FDMS. 

Innovation #8: Collaborative filtering and 
rating 

     The term collaborative filtering denotes the ability to 

filter items in order to allow a given person to see only 

those items that meet certain criteria. Likewise 

collaborative rating is a way of allowing a person to see 

what others think about a given thing. Interestingly, in 

both cases the filtering and rating occurs as a by product 

of the activities of a group of people. This collaborative 

approach to filtering and rating is used in a number of 

ways in current web sites and communities. Two leading 

examples are described below.  

     Amazon.com (http://www.amazon.com), an immense 

online shopping center, has developed a form of 

collaborative filtering to help people find other items that 

might be of interest to them. Here’s how it works. Let’s 
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say you are visiting Amazon.com. You select a book 

about the history of Hawaii. On this same page you would 

notice a section titled “People who bought this item also 

bought the following items”. In this section you see a 

series of other books or items that were purchased by 

people who bought the same book you are considering. In 

all likelihood you may see some related books that would 

interest you. One of them might be about the development 

of the Hawaiian language. You find this aspect of 

Hawaiian history compelling. You decide to buy this book 

instead of the other more general book. Or maybe you buy 

both.  Rather than grouping items purely by topic, they are 

being grouped by the collective activities of those 

shopping on the web site. Rather than waiting for you to 

perform a search for a specific keyword, the items are 

being provided to your attention automatically.  

     eBay, the online auction site, also uses a collaborative 

approach in its eBay feedback ratings feature. This feature 

allows people to rate an eBay seller, based on their 

experience with that particular seller.11  

     Amazon.com and eBay put a lot of effort into 

developing and implementing their respective approaches, 

and these approaches are very successful because they 

follow the principle of using existing human activity to 

help organize items rather than requiring additional human 

efforts to continuously perform some organizational task. 

In both cases, decentralized collaborative activities 

replace centralized activities.  
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Conclusion 

     If one were to somehow bundle these innovations 

together, they would provide some of the main ingredients 

for a collaborative mechanism that would transform the 

ability of individual citizens to participate in government. 

Some additional capabilities may be required which are 

missing from the arsenal of Internet and software 

applications available today. These missing capabilities 

relate to cost-effective, reliable and accurate methods of 

consolidating text and thought, with the ability to remove, 

abstract or layer redundant memes (ideas, concepts) so 

that they can be comprehended and decided upon quickly. 

We can do things that come close to this, but the 

constraint is currently a significant one. Advances in 

communication networks and software might be able to 

remove this constraint within a few years, especially if an 

endeavor of the magnitude of a National Agenda compels 

us to focus on this problem. 

 

Chapter 4 Notes 
 
1. The innovations reviewed in this chapter belong to their 
respective owners and inventors. Utilizing their ideas in any 
system designed to increase citizen participation would require 
the consent of the respective owners of the ideas or methods. 
The point of the chapter is to review currently implemented 
capabilities that have the potential to improve some aspect of 
American politics. It does not intend to suggest that these ideas 
are a part of, integral to, or owned by any effort or initiative to 
build a collaborative framework for citizen participation in 
national planning. 
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2. See http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/about/index.html for 
more information about the American Memory Project and its 
origins. 
 
3. The phrase “open source” refers to products (usually 
software) which are allowed to be reviewed, reused, improved, 
and sold or distributed by parties other than the original creators 
of the product. Open source products are legally not subject to 
the typical ownership of a corporate entity. By contrast, the 
traditional corporate model of software development might be 
roughly described as “closed” – not open to outside view, or 
participation by outsiders in the innovation and improvement of 
the software. A formal definition of open source has been 
provided by the Open Source Initiative and can be accessed at 
http://opensource.org/docs/definition_plain.php.  
 
4. See “Management and Virtual Decentralised Networks: The 
Linux Project” by George N. Dafermos, published online by 
First Monday. Full text of this paper can be accessed at 
http://www.firstmonday.org/issues/issue6_11/dafermos/. 
 
5. See http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/ for 
an overview of Eric Raymond’s writings and work. The table of 
contents and full text of his essay “The Cathedral and the 
Bazaar” can be accessed at 
http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-
bazaar/. 
 
6. The Linux project is a phenomenon worth studying. Some of 
the relevant discussions and debates regarding the Linux project 
(and the open source movement in general) are listed below. 
 
(a) How did the Linux design process manage to allow the best 
thinking to rise to the top, and if so, how did this happen? 
Conventional assumptions (both in politics and business) hold 
that the less qualified must be hushed or shut out so that the 
brilliant can formulate the plans. But in the Linux effort, no one 
was barred from participating. So how were flaws so 
consistently discovered and eliminated? A good starting point 
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for studying the history and lessons of the Linux endeavor can 
found on the Linux.org web site at 
http://www.linux.org/info/index.html. 
 
(b) An interesting debate continues regarding whether or not the 
Linux project defied the so-called “Brooks Law” which 
postulates that adding more programmers to a project negatively 
effects the project because larger numbers of involved 
individuals result in a more complex communication challenge. 
The increased communication requirement itself becomes a 
burden and hindrance to the forward momentum of the project. 
The law was articulated by Fredrick Brooks, in his classic 1974 
work The Mythical Man Month. Paul Jones, Director of 
ibiblio.org, and journalism professor at the University of North 
Carolina Chapel Hill, summarizes the key points of the debate 
on whether the Linux project defied Brooks Law in an excellent 
paper which can be accessed at  
http://www-
128.ibm.com/developerworks/opensource/library/os-
merrier.html.  
 
(c) The Linux project was not without its challenges. Steve 
Hamm of Business Week magazine uncovered some of the 
issues that threatened the continued success of the Linux 
movement and documented them in the January 31, 2005 
Business Week cover story, “Linux Inc.” available online at  
http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/05_05/b39180
01_mz001.htm.  
 
7. More information about the evolution and applications of 
Appreciative Inquiry can be accessed at 
http://appreciativeinquiry.cwru.edu/. For an overview of the 
Appreciative Inquiry approach to organizational change, see The 
Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry by Sue Annis Hammond 
(Thin Book Publishing Co). 
 
8. See “About MoveOn.org” at http://www.moveon.org/. It 
bears mentioning that MoveOn has created MoveOn PAC 
(http://www.moveonpac.org) a political action committee that 
makes no secret of its progressive position and agenda.  
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9. See http://www.thepetitionsite.com/petitionfaqs.html 
 
10. See http://www.google.com/intl/en/corporate/tech.html. 
 
In addition it is worth noting the June 12, 2005 New York Times 
Techno Files Column (Business Section) by James Fallows 
“Enough Keyword Searches: Just Answer My Question” which 
provides an updated overview of the advancing evolution of 
search engine technology.  
 
11. See 
http://pages.ebay.com/help/feedback/questions/feedback.html
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CHAPTER 5 

The People’s (Improving) Ability to 
Govern Themselves 

 

     Because of new tools and ideas, the centuries old 

debate about whether people can govern themselves 

moves forward a step and allows new possibilities for 

democratic participation in government. 

 

     The debate over whether the people could rule 

themselves, or whether they needed wise governors to rule 

for them, is an old one, pre-dating the founding of the 

United States. The conclusion of the nation’s founders and 

the authors of the Constitution was that the masses ability 

to self rule was limited. Their solution was a 

representative legislature which founded a House of 

Representatives and a Senate.  This solution was intended 

to keep the negative tendencies of both government and 

citizens in check.  

     Some of the key provisions of the Constitution (and the 

documents that preceded it) seem to focus not only on 

limiting the capacity of government for corruption, but 

also on limiting supposedly errant tendencies of the 

masses. Statements and writings of this era of our nation’s 
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history almost always reflect a debate over the ability of 

the people to rule themselves.  

     The question of what specifically limits the people’s 

ability to rule themselves deserves closer examination. 

Some of the founders and influential thinkers of the 18th 

century appear to believe that the constraint was one of 

intelligence, education or perhaps moral weakness.  

     I would like to propose that the constraint is actually 

something else. What ultimately constrains the people’s 

ability to rule themselves is something other than mental 

or moral inadequacy. It would logically seem that the 

constraint must be something other than mental or moral 

inadequacy, since we have seen no shortage of poor 

morality and poor judgment on the part of very well 

educated and arguably intelligent people, both in political 

office and in everyday life. Something beyond intelligence 

and good education is required to ensure good government 

and good citizenship.  

     To my thinking, the constraint on the people’s ability 

to rule themselves is more likely related to the limits on 

the economy of human attention. Humans can pay 

attention to only so much in their lifetime, and they can 

only pay adequate attention to a limited number of things 

at any single point in time. They can only become 

proficient at so many things in a given period of time.  

     No single person can comprehend or have the time to 

pay attention to all the possible issues, or communicate 

with all the other interested parties regarding an issue - 
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without some extraordinary mechanism. This 

extraordinary mechanism would need to organize large 

bodies of information and orchestrate people’s attention so 

it is focused on the right thing at the right time. It would 

also need to include a standardized vocabulary, a 

taxonomy, a set of processes, as well as strong 

information management capabilities including search and 

collaboration tools. Such an extraordinary mechanism did 

not exist during the establishment of the nation, and thus – 

in my current view – a number of compromises or what 

we might call interim solutions were necessary. 

     In the intervening years of our nation’s history, some 

aspects of this extraordinary mechanism have evolved, 

including vocabularies, processes and taxonomies.  

However, they have evolved and have been practiced 

primarily in the sequestered corridors of power, away 

from the visibility and participation of the people. Much 

of what is scorned and misunderstood about the lobbying 

profession relates to the perception that the average citizen 

is cut out of the process. The setting of priorities and 

decisions regarding spending goes on behind closed doors, 

with the most important party (the people) conspicuously 

absent.  

     Now however, there may just be an extraordinary 

mechanism that can credibly offer to empower the people 

with several abilities: 

·  To comprehend, organize and manage a national 

agenda 
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·  To participate more directly in the ruling of the nation 

·  To hold elected officials accountable in a more direct 

and effective manner  

·  To make better use of our collective intelligence for 

collaborative national planning 

 

     This extraordinary mechanism just might be the found 

(perhaps it already exists!) in the mix of the emerging 

ideas and information tools that I have dubbed “pop 

technology”. To put it more precisely, it might be a 

specific type of Internet based application, or a collection 

of Internet based applications that work together. A 

solution is introduced and discussed in detail in the 

remaining sections of this book.   
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Part Three: The Solution 
This section proposes a solution - an “extraordinary 

mechanism” - made up of three components which work 

together to improve citizen participation in the 

government of the nation. The three components are: the 

National Agenda, the 100 Year Plan, and the 

Collaborative Framework.  
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CHAPTER 6 
  

What is Needed  

 

     Two hundred and thirty years into our nation’s history 

we still have no public record of the will of the people. 

Nothing records for official public view what the citizenry 

said they wanted at any given time. Yes, there are letters 

to editors, blogs, and similar means of expression, but 

these represent only a fraction of what the population 

thinks or wants. And they do not adequately assist the 

process of collective thinking and decision-making. They 

do not accrue to some coherent record of the will and 

collective intelligence of the people. 

     Elected representatives do not as a rule wish to ignore 

the will of the people. At some level, most realize that the 

collective intelligence of the entire nation is an important 

requirement for planning and managing a large risk laden 

endeavor such as the United States of America. 

     But elected representatives really do lack the 

mechanism needed to help the people deliberate upon and 

articulate their input to a well thought out agenda for the 

country and its important issues.  

     Likewise citizens lack a mechanism that functions as 

an instrument of accountability and equalizes their 

position in the evolving balance of power between citizen 
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and government. Elected officials have gained new 

powers (chiefly polling, advanced PR and marketing 

techniques) which have put citizens at a disadvantage. 

These new powers interfere with the ability of citizens to 

collectively set a national agenda and measure with clarity 

the performance and effectiveness of the government 

against that agenda.  

     What is needed is a mechanism that specifically assists 

the people in creating an agenda and then holding the 

government accountable to carry out that agenda. In this 

case “government” refers to three overlapping groups:  

·  The government as a whole  

·  The individual agencies and caucuses that make up 

portions of the government 

·  The individual elected representative or officials of 

the government  

 

     Citizens need to be able to determine whether or not 

these groups are making progress toward resolving the 

nation’s most important issues.  

     This mechanism should take the form of an inclusive 

collaboration framework that registered voters can freely 

participate in. This framework should facilitate the 

planning of a national agenda, and assist the people in 

holding their government accountable for its execution of 

the agenda. The agenda should also assist the people’s 

understanding of their role in carrying out the national 

agenda.  
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     The mechanism should allow citizens to carry on with 

their planning and discussion activities, but allow 

government to clearly see what the citizens are requesting 

or demanding. It similarly must allow the citizenry to see 

its own demands and requests as well – in their totality.  

     Citizens are necessary participants in both the planning 

and the implementation of the nation’s plans. They do not 

simply provide input and then allow the government to 

make its own decisions. They must be able to participate 

in the decision making - including the setting of priorities 

- and then monitor the execution of those decisions.  

     This approach of active participation is better than the 

current more passive model, where citizen’s vote and then 

watch from the sidelines while the government (and the 

lobbyist) make all the decisions and run the show. It is 

important to note exactly why it is better. Active 

participation is better, not just because it is more fair, or 

somehow better aligned with our ideals of freedom. 

Active participation is simply the best way to leverage the 

collective intelligence of a large group.  

     The government needs the active participation and 

shared intelligence of its citizenry. The future of the nation 

needs it as well. People who are actively engaged learn at 

a more rapid pace. People who share knowledge and think 

collectively – in other words discuss things in group 

settings – on the average will come to stronger 

conclusions than people who think alone and whose 
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reasoning has never been scrutinized by the minds of 

others.   

     The challenges that our nation faces in the future will 

require an active participation model for leveraging the 

intelligence of the entire group. But an active participation 

model requires a mechanism that prevents the 

participation from turning into chaos. Hence the need for a 

collaborative framework such as the one proposed in this 

book.  

     The following chapters were written to share an idea 

and to encourage the creation of a “modest attempt”, 

which can be recalibrated when, after some use, its flaws 

become obvious. I have written this book with the full 

understanding that it lays out nothing more than a rough 

and unrefined idea, a first draft. In many cases I have not 

included detail because I don’t know how the details 

should work. Or I believe that others have to weigh in on 

these details before they can be prescribed. This is only a 

starting point.  It is imperfect, flawed in some parts by 

glaring and unresolved issues. In the remainder of this 

book I offer an idea that needs – and deserves - 

cultivation.  
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CHAPTER 7 
  

A Proposed Solution  

 

     This chapter and the chapters that follow propose the 

development and guided evolution of three solutions 

which work together. Two of them are documents – one a 

short term planning document and the other a long term 

planning document. These are not, however, your ordinary 

documents. They are documents that are created and 

updated annually by registered voters of the United States. 

This is made possible by the third solution: a framework 

of tools that allows the two documents to be created and 

managed collaboratively.  

     Here is a concise definition of the three solutions and 

how they work together:  

1. The National Agenda documents the current 

prioritized concerns of the nation, and outlines plans – 

developed and sanctioned by citizens - for dealing 

with those concerns. 

2. The 100 Year Plan outlines the anticipated issues of 

the next 100 years and documents guidance and initial 

plans for dealing with them. The 100 Year Plan 

provides critical context for the National Agenda. 

3. The Collaborative Framework provides a set of 

communication and documentation tools that facilitate 

the citizens’ participation in the collaborative planning 
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and documentation of both the National Agenda and 

the 100 Year Plan. The Framework orchestrates 

citizen participation, provides an standardized 

taxonomy of national policy and action topics, and 

provides other tools which effectively assist in the 

development and review of the plans and 

documentation for the National Agenda and 100 Year 

Plan. In addition the Collaborative Framework would 

also have a mechanism for tracking how well elected 

officials comply with the citizen input provided in the 

National Agenda and 100 Year Plan documents. 

 

     Together these three solutions provide a mechanism for 

determining and agreeing upon, then communicating the 

important points of citizen plans to the current candidates 

and incumbents of government, who should understand 

that it will be imperative for them to follow this course. If 

implemented, these solutions would finally provide the 

people with a more reliable means of articulating their 

will, and holding their government accountable to follow 

it. 

     Figure 1 shows a System Overview diagram of the 

Collaborative Framework and its components and tools. 

As the diagram illustrates, registered votes would be able 

to use the tools of the Collaborative Framework to create 

statements that reflect their input to their elected 

representatives. These statements would be aggregated 

into the 100 Year Plan and the National Agenda 
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documents. Because the 100 Year Plan and the National 

Agenda would be collaboratively developed by citizens, 

these documents could not possibly be produced by the 

standard editorial process used to produce printed books. I 

believe this can (and must) be an automated online 

system. The 100 Year Plan and National Agenda 

documents would be automatically generated in much the 

same way that search results are generated when you use 

an online search engine. 

  

 

Figure 1. System Overview 
 

Search engines are examples of systems whose output is 

based on the by-product of the activities of millions of 

participants. No one writes the search results by hand. 

Instead the search engine generates its search results from 

specific elements of literally millions of pages of online 

content.  
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     The immediate effect of the National Agenda, and the 

Collaborative Framework that would allow its 

development, would be to alleviate the current 

disadvantage citizens have when assessing their elected 

officials. To create a condition where incumbents and 

candidates alike have to demonstrate that they will adhere 

to, support and forward an agenda that is set, not by them, 

and not by corporations or special interest groups, but by 

the people. Citizens have long needed the ability to set a 

National Agenda for their government, and measure the 

performance of incumbents against that agenda. The 

foundational documents of our American democracy 

appear to pay lip service to this idea, but in real practice 

there is no means of facilitating it.  

     In the long term, the National Agenda would begin to 

comprise and document a “critical path” or national 

project plan for the country. It would be the official public 

record of the concerns and desired outcomes held in 

common by Americans. It would also document the 

required critical path (tasks that must be done in a certain 

order and timeframe) for resolving those concerns, and 

achieving those desired outcomes.  

     While the National Agenda documents the critical 

paths for achieving objectives in the near future (1-10 

years),  the 100 Year Plan documents long term (10-100 

years) visibility into expected or likely events and 

scenarios so that the people can ensure that their short 

term plans are in some measure of alignment with long 
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term expectations. The 100 Year Plan documents the long 

term view of citizens in their planning activities. The 

length of this span does not necessarily have to be exactly 

100 years, but should be long enough to reach well into 

one or more future generations, and force us to consider 

the conditions and scenarios that will likely occur as 

consequences of our current stewardship. 

     Participation of citizens in the creation of the National 

Agenda and the 100 Year Plan is made possible by the 

Collaborative Framework. The Collaborative Framework 

facilitates a national discourse focused on planning, not 

just debate. Debate would be relegated to its proper role as 

one of many required planning activities. Protests, and 

public relations events would likewise be relegated to a 

role that is subordinate to the primary effort of planning.1  

     Some additional points that are important note here: 

·  Participation in the creation and management of the 

National Agenda and the 100 Year Plan is voluntary. 

·  Participation in the creation and management of the 

National Agenda and the 100 Year Plan is limited to 

registered voters of the U.S. 

·  Participation does not exclude elected representatives 

or any member of government. Every U.S. citizen - 

including the President, the Supreme Court Justices, 

members of Congress - is invited to participate. This 

is an important point because in the future, political 

leaders are likely to arise from the group participating 

in the National Agenda and its related processes. In 
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other words, leaders in the future might be those who 

have gained credibility based on how well they 

participated in the National Agenda, and who have 

demonstrated that they can facilitate good planning.  

·  The National Agenda should not cater, pander or be 

related to the fundraising motivations and distortion 

tactics of polarized political groups. The National 

Agenda and the process for developing and updating it 

must be non-partisan: non-polarized and undistorted 

by polarized thinking.  

 

     It should also be noted here that the idea of creating 

agenda documents to guide the course of a government is 

not new. Since the 19th century, British parties have 

followed a tradition of writing detailed documents 

outlining the course that their party would follow if 

elected to government. The implication is that if elected, 

the entire hierarchy of the government would be duty 

bound to follow the points in the document.1 American 

parties and candidates do often provided a platform 

document that outlines specific things they would do if 

elected, but post-election compliance with the platform 

appears in practice to be strictly optional. 

     The chief differences between the British model and 

the idea outlined in this book are as follows: 

·  The documents are collectively written and managed 

by the people 
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·  Tools are provided that allow people to participate in 

the creation and management of these documents 

·  The documents are updated on an annual basis, 

regardless of what elections may be scheduled. 

 

     The best design for each of these three solutions – the 

National Agenda, The 100 Year Plan, and the 

Collaborative Framework - is not yet known. Best designs 

typically emerge as people collectively examine the 

weaknesses of the current system, look at successful 

models in other industries or disciplines which might be 

applicable, and create modest attempts which can be 

recalibrated when, after some use, their flaws become 

obvious. 

     The remaining chapters examine in detail at how a first 

“modest attempt” might work. In addition they examine 

important issues such as the question of who would 

govern the implementation of these ideas, and what 

specific steps can be taken to proceed toward their initial 

implementation.  

 

Chapter 7 Notes  
 
1. Adam Nagourney, “Maybe the British Do Democracy 
Better,” New York Times, 1 May 2005, Week in Review. 
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CHAPTER 8 
  

The 100 Year Plan  

 

     The 100 Year Plan is a document that records the 

collective long term view of the American people, and 

provides the operational context for the National Agenda. 

Like the National Agenda document, it is developed and 

managed by the tools provided in the Collaboration 

Framework.   

     When I first began thinking about publishing the idea 

of a 100 Year Plan, I expected skepticism. But my 

thinking about this is that, no matter what the future holds 

for the United States, planning ahead is probably a good 

idea. I tried to think of all the possible outcomes for our 

nation:  

·  The U.S. might be annihilated by some disaster, 

financial, natural or other. If there is a risk of this, 

shouldn't we at least begin thinking about what it 

might be and planning ways to prevent it? 

·  The U.S. might become marginalized or diminished to 

a lesser status among nations, perhaps by financial 

weakness, isolation, over-aggression, pacifism or 

other factors. If this marginalization (or declinism) is a 
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possibility, wouldn't it be better to begin thinking 

about it now rather than later? 

·  The U.S. might continue as it has throughout its 

history. This country has been through some very dark 

times, times when many wondered how long the 

nation could possibly endure. If the US continues to 

endure, there will be large and significant issues that 

will require planning and thinking ahead. In this 

scenario, the US would continue to be highly 

influential in the course of global affairs, and the 

weight of this responsibility would require much 

thought and preparation. 

·  The U.S. might enter a new era when the nation-state, 

and perhaps its conveniently distributed governance is 

replaced by a successor. While improving upon 

democracy may be a dubious notion for many, it is 

hard to mark this as an impossibility when you 

consider that the modern notion of the nation-state is - 

give or take - a development of the last 500 years, a 

mere blip on the timeline of human history. Again it 

would seem wise to think and plan ahead if this type 

of evolution is deemed likely.  

 

     My examination of all these possible outcomes yielded 

no reason why this idea of a 100 Year Plan should not be 

at least contemplated. The idea of a 100 Year Plan 

becomes especially compelling if one is infected – as I am 
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– with the belief that the brightest and best years of our 

nation’s history are yet to come.  

     It is certainly daunting to ask a group of people to think 

100 years into the future. But the results of that thinking, 

and more importantly of the habit of thinking this way, are 

likely to prove more useful than a complete abstinence 

from thinking ahead.  

The 100 Year Plan document 

     The 100 Year Plan would be embodied in a document 

that provides a timeline of 100 years from the current 

year. The timeline would be divided into 10 year 

increments. For each ten year increment, the following 

would be identified:  

·  Objectives: Objectives include desired characteristics 

and achievements that the nation should attain or 

possess during the given 10 year period. It might also 

include opportunities that the nation should focus on 

during this period. 

·  Conditions: Conditions include emerging trends and 

events, constraints, and other significant factors which 

are expected to impact the nation during this period of 

time. Conditions might be global, local, economic, or 

environmental in scope.  

·  Priorities: Priorities are either significant threats or 

significant opportunities. A significant threat would be 

an issue that, if not addressed, would significantly 

threaten the nation or its status in the following 10 
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year increments. A significant opportunity would 

likewise greatly benefit the nation if pursued, and 

perhaps undermine the nation’s interests in some way 

if ignored.  

 

     Recording the Objectives, Conditions and Priorities in 

the 100 Year Plan would provide important context for the 

National Agenda, and complement the Critical Path that is 

revisited and refined year by year in the National Agenda 

document.  

     Like the National Agenda document, the 100 Year Plan 

provides an important accountability mechanism wielded 

by the people over elected officials. It gives the people a 

benchmark for measuring the alignment of legislation and 

other government activities with the long term interests of 

the people. If elected officials do not act and vote in 

alignment with the long term interests of the people, the 

people will be able to observe this (by having clearly 

written document in the first place) and will have the 

option not to re-elect the representatives who appear to be 

in non-compliance with the plan.  

     Government agencies and non-elected officials of the 

government should also be required to be in alignment 

with the National Agenda and the 100 Year Plan. 

However, I am not certain that mandating their alignment 

through federal law would be effective. How exactly 

would a federal agency demonstrate that it was in 

alignment with the National Agenda or with the 100 Year 
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Plan? It seems to me it would be better to allow the 

President and Congress to enforce alignment since both 

are elected, and both have significant influence over the 

agencies and non-elected officials.  

     As in the case of the National Agenda, the 100 Year 

Plan requires a collaborative framework of tools that 

facilitates the mass participation of citizens in the creation 

and management of the actual document containing the 

100 Year Plan. The updating process would feed in new 

information discovered during the preceding year, 

primarily via the development and management of the 

National Agenda, and join it to information already 

contained in the 100 Year Plan.  
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CHAPTER 9 
  

The National Agenda  

 

     The National Agenda is a document created and 

managed by citizens of the United States. It is the official 

public record of the will of the people, issued once a year. 

The National Agenda lays out the elements that are 

important to the short term planning for the nation: 

·  The Critical Path: specific prioritized tasks that must 

be done in a certain order and timeframe.  

·  National Topics and Agenda Statements: statements 

organized by topic. The topics and statements would 

have been collaboratively created and refined by the 

people, and would reflect their views and best 

thinking on the current issues facing the nation.  

The Critical Path 

     The Critical Path outlines the specific tasks that must 

be addressed by elected officials and the government as a 

whole in the coming year, including the next legislative 

session. This Critical Path is expressed in the form of 

statements that are collaboratively crafted by registered 

voters of the United States. The Critical Path is laid out in 

consideration of the Objectives, Conditions and Priorities 

documented in the 100 Year Plan document. As noted 
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previously, the 100 Year Plan provides important context 

for the National Agenda. 

National topics and Agenda Statements 

     In addition to laying out a Critical Path, the National 

Agenda would provide a collection of statements 

categorized by a series of topics. These topics would cover 

all of the issues that are important to the American people. 

The statements reflect the current views of the registered 

voters who participated in creating them. These topics and 

their statements are likely to change from year to year. 

Participants would be able to introduce new topics as the 

conditions and issues of the times required. In this 

manner, the National Agenda document would provide 

citizens and elected officials alike an always-available 

reference on the complete set of issues facing the nation, 

as well as the consolidated statements of the people about 

each of those issues.  

     Any member of the general public would be able to 

view the current year version of the National Agenda, 

though they would not be able to edit it. Registered U.S. 

voters would be able to view and contribute to the draft 

version of the National Agenda document, including the 

Critical Path and the National Topics, as it is prepared for 

the next year.  

     The National Agenda document should embody the 

spirit of collective planning, inclusivity and good faith. It 

should be easy to read for people from all walks of life. It 



AMERICA 2076 

85 

should be organized and uncluttered. It should hide detail 

until it is needed. 

     To achieve the orderly management of its contents, the 

National Agenda document would rely on a framework of 

tools for its continual development and refinement. I refer 

to this framework of tools as the “Collaborative 

Framework” and describe it in the next chapter. The 

Collaborative Framework, its tools and its rules are what 

differentiate the National Agenda and 100 Year Plan 

documents from any ordinary documents.  
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CHAPTER 10 
  

 The Collaborative Framework  

 

     Having outlined recommended structures of the 

National Agenda and the 100 Year Plan, we now turn our 

attention to the framework of tools (and rules) that would 

allow them to be collaboratively written and managed. 

This chapter outlines the basic requirements – the primary 

features needed in order to facilitate citizen participation 

in the creation and ongoing management of the National 

Agenda and the 100 Year Plan.  

     The reader will note by now that the National Agenda 

and the 100 Year Plan are essentially documents. But they 

are rather unique documents because of the unusual nature 

of their creation. Instead of being the product of a single 

writer, they are the product of a national collaboration. 

This is a mind-boggling feat. Literally millions of 

individuals will have a hand in their creation and in their 

ongoing updates. These two documents are the 

deliverables of an extremely large “project team” made up 

of the registered voters of the United States.  

     No wonder then, that the collaborative framework we 

are about to describe will be an unprecedented 

accomplishment. It will certainly challenge our best 

abilities and will ultimately require our best thinking.  
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     What possibly could allow a population the size of the 

United States to collaborate on the creation and 

management of any document, let alone documents with 

the importance of the National Agenda and 100 Year 

Plan?  

     The answer lies in a specific approach and a specific 

set of required features, which are detailed below. The 

Collaboration Framework provides tools that embody a 

required approach for allowing the mass participation of 

citizens in deliberating and documenting their input to 

their government. The individual points of this approach, 

as outlined below, are critical not only to mass 

collaboration, but also to improving the participation of 

citizens in government, and replacing some of the 

counterproductive behaviors that plague our national 

discourse.  

Allow all citizens to participate 

     This is a fundamental success factor for any 

democracy. Each person must be allowed to participate 

regardless of education, background, beliefs, abilities or 

disabilities. Democracies depend upon collective 

intelligence to chart their courses. Most of us accept the 

notion that the greatest ideas or solutions sometimes come 

from the most unlikely sources. But there is another 

reason all citizens should be able to participate. As people 

participate in government they become better citizens. As 

they learn how to better participate, they begin to feel 
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more like real stakeholders. With this sense of ownership 

and responsibility, citizens become more conscientious, 

more informed, and more effective. What this boils down 

to in crude economic terms is that stakeholder citizens 

give more than they take. Instead of being burdens on 

society or disenfranchised cynics, they make their 

communities and their nation a better place for future 

generations. They leave behind rich legacies and 

contribute to the well being and security of future 

generations. Working to make 100% citizen participation 

truly feasible is no small endeavor. But the potential of 

100% participation is worth a multiple of the (very large) 

investment that will be required to get there. 

Allow people to participate anytime, 
anywhere  

     Do not require participants to all meet together at once. 

Allow them to participate as their own personal schedules 

dictate. They should not have to be in any certain location 

in order to participate. It is clear that a higher level of 

participation will be achieved if people are not forced to 

be in a certain place at a certain time in order to have their 

say.  

Facilitate active participation 

     Some of the great drawbacks of our current methods of 

discourse (media, polling, letter writing, town meetings, 

and so forth) are related to their inability to scale upwards 

in order to facilitate millions of active participants. These 
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current methods require that a significant portion of the 

population remain passive or only marginally involved if 

at all. Facilitating active participation means that everyone 

has the ability to add something, to contribute. It means 

the population would no longer be divided between the 

talkers and the listeners or the doers and the watchers.  

Allow people to quickly and easily find 
what they are looking for  

     Citizens who are committed to active participation 

must be able to quickly look up and find the topic they 

want to participate in, or the point where they last left off. 

If participants have to spend inordinate amounts of time 

simply finding things, they will become frustrated and the 

effectiveness of their participation will be reduced.  An 

effort the size of the National Agenda requires a special 

solution for allowing participants to quickly retrieve the 

specific topic or item they wish to focus on. This 

specifically means that they must be able to:  

·  Find the item that is most important to them, even if 

they don’t remember its exact name or label 

·  Find the item they were working on in their last 

session, and wish to continue working on  

·  Find items that others may have referred them to, even 

if they have only an inexact reference 
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Allow panoramic and summary views of 
data  

     This point is complementary to the last one. It will be 

critical to prevent people from getting lost in a forest of 

details. Humans in general have an innate desire to see a 

big picture view, and to understand the overall direction. 

Having a big picture aids a person’s comprehension of 

subordinate details and how they relate. Providing 

panoramic and survey views would include the ability 

allow people to see: 

·  The complete scope of the effort, the complete list of 

topics being worked on, and the complete table of 

contents of the documents 

·  The overall results and statuses of the group’s effort 

·  The relative levels of effort or attention that different 

topics are receiving 

Help people know what to focus on 

This requirement benefits both citizens and elected 

representatives. The following points look at the key focus 

questions that citizens and elected representatives have 

when thinking about the course of the nation. From the 

citizen’s viewpoint: 

·  What should I focus on?  

·  What is the state or federal legislature up to now?  

·  What will be they deliberating on next month (so I 

have time to study the issues in time to make an 
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intelligent decision, or be able to offer an intelligent 

opinion about these issues)? 

·  Where would I go and study/learn, and what would I 

learn about in order to be better informed about these 

issues?  

·  What do others think about these issues? 

 

From the elected representative’s viewpoint:  

·  How do I determine what are the important points? 

What and where is the big picture? 

·  What should we be focusing on now?  

·  How does this piece of legislation impact the interests 

and needs of my constituents? How does it relate to 

other legislation that I know impacts my constituents?  

Impose time constraints and rules 

     People behave differently – and negotiate differently – 

when there is a time limit. The participants in the National 

Agenda must operate under a series of strict time 

constraints. They must be able to formulate specific plans 

and recommendations that address their issues and 

concerns by the submission deadline for that year’s 

National Agenda document. This means participants must 

come to agreement and vote to submit their plan by the 

deadline, or the National Agenda document for that year 

will be published with no input from them (statements 

created remain in the draft version of the document). 

These consequences are certainly no more harsh than the 
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real consequences posed by endless debate and inability to 

agree on plans for the survival and success of our country. 

So the options posed to the participants are agree on what 

your input will be, or forfeit the ability to provide input 

that year.  

     On topics where input is forfeited, the elected 

representatives will be free to pursue whatever course they 

wish to devise. For the following year there would be no 

scorecard indicating the compliance of elected 

representatives (since there was no input to comply with).  

     In support of the time constraints, certain rules will 

need to be followed for the National Agenda and 100 Year 

Plan documents to really achieve their intended effect. 

These rules can be at least partially enforced by the 

software that supports the Collaborative Framework. 

These rules are outlined below: 

·  There will be a publication deadline by which all 

statements must be completed, agreed upon and 

entered into the final version of the National Agenda 

(or 100 Year Plan). The deadline is immovable.  

·  Each group must agree on a collection of statements to 

be included by the deadline. If the groups cannot 

agree and submit their statements by the deadline, 

their feedback is simply not included in the document.  

·  Immediately after this publication deadline, the 

official document for that year is released for view by 

Congress and other members of the government. No 

changes to this published edition are allowed. When 
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the deadline passes, the system publishes the 

document “as is”. 

Maintain and require relevance 

     The National Agenda and 100 Year Plan must be 

annual publications. They should be released once a year 

around the first of December, approximately four weeks 

before the Congressional Session begins (in January). 

Congress would be able to refer to this document when 

finalizing its schedule of topics and measures to be 

discussed in the coming year. 

Maintain openness 

     This means allowing every participant to see what 

every other participant is discussing or writing. There 

would be no secret conversations, discussion boards or 

chat rooms in this particular system – though nothing bars 

individuals from meeting for coffee or holding a private 

online discussion in another chat room somewhere else. If 

a person wants to see the latest discussions regarding 

military spending, or previous drafted statements 

regarding Social Security they would be able to.  

Required features 
     From this approach, the principle requirements for the 

Collaborative Framework can be derived. These principle 

requirements are described below. 
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Glossary  

     The Glossary provides a place for common mutually 

agreed upon terms and their definitions as used in the 

National Agenda document. This is very important to the 

clarity of the discussions and proceedings of participants. 

Vague use of terms is one of the issues that currently 

undermine our national discourse. There must be common 

agreed upon terms and definitions. The glossary would be 

available online just as the rest of the national agenda 

tools are. 

Multi-view taxonomy 

     The National Agenda would require a taxonomy or a 

hierarchical labeling system that helps organize its 

contents. This would include a carefully organized system 

of naming conventions and relationships between 

elements. The Dewey Decimal System and the scientific 

naming conventions used to categorize and name species 

are two examples of often used taxonomies. The 

taxonomy used in the National Agenda, would be powered 

by a software system and would take the form of a map, 

similar in principle to the “site maps” often found on 

larger web sites. The software system would also store 

additional information about the individual topics, such as 

the date the topic statements were created or completed, 

and the number of individuals participating in the topic. 

Preserving this information allows participants to have 

one or more views of the complete contents of the 



AMERICA 2076 

95 

National Agenda, including all of its topics and tools. 

Storing this information electronically – as opposed to 

storing it on paper - allows it to be edited quickly as 

needed.  

     It should be possible to view the entire body from 

multiple view points, for example: 

·  By Topic in Alphabetical Order: This view would list 

all topics in alphabetical order (A-Z). For 

convenience, the order could be reversed (Z-A). 

·  By Topic in relation to the order in which they appear 

in the National Agenda document: This view would 

essentially follow the traditional view offered by the 

typical table of contents that can be found in the front 

of any book. It follows the hierarchy of the document 

itself. For example, in this view one could expect to 

find a topic on Healthcare. Underneath this main 

topic, one might find sub-topics such as Healthcare for 

Infants, Healthcare for children, Women’s Healthcare 

and so forth.  

·  By Date: This view would simply list topics in 

relation to the date they were either created or the date 

they were finalized for publication in the current year 

version of the National Agenda.  

·  By Number of Participants: This view would allow 

people to see topics listed in order of how many 

participants each topic has. The topics with the most 

participants would be displayed at the top of the list. 

As in the Alphabetical view, the list could be reversed 
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so that topics with the fewest participants appeared at 

the top. 

Search tools 

     The National Agenda would have a powerful search 

engine with advanced search capabilities. Some of the 

required capabilities are outlined below.  

·  Keyword search: this feature allows a participant to 

enter one or more keywords and retrieve a list of all 

the topics that contain this keyword.  

·  Phrase search: this feature allows participants to enter 

an entire phrase and indicate that the search engine 

should search for the exact wording of this phrase. 

The search engine will retrieve a list of topics which 

contain this exact phrase. 

·  Search by date: allows participants to search for topics 

within a specific date or range of dates.  

An online presence 

     The phrase Online Presence simply means that the 

Collaboration Framework will be a set of tools accessible 

via a web site on the Internet. Likewise the National 

Agenda and 100 Year Plan documents will be available on 

this same web site. This web site or online presence will 

have a private and a public section.  

     The private section would be accessible only to U.S. 

citizens who are registered to vote, and is the location of 

what we have called the Collaboration Framework: the 

tools that allow citizens to participate in the creation and 
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refinement of statements to be included in the National 

Agenda and 100 Year Plan documents.  

     The public section is accessible by anyone and 

presents the latest finalized published version of the 

National Agenda (including the 100 Year Plan). It also 

allows anyone to view the current drafts of Agenda 

Statements that are being prepared for inclusion in the 

next National Agenda document.  

     While the National Agenda and 100 Year Plan 

documents are intended for worldwide public view, the 

Collaboration Framework is not. Registration is required 

in order to gain access, and is limited to registered voters. 

Once registered, a person has access to the collaboration 

tools that facilitate the management and updating of the 

National Agenda document.  

Registration 

     A registration function is required in order to ensure 

that access to the tools in the Collaboration Framework is 

limited to registered voters. Registration should be freely 

available to US Citizens who are registered and otherwise 

eligible to vote. To register, a person fills out a simple 

online form, entering the following information:   

·  Name - First and last name required 

·  Voter registration number - Participation is limited to 

US Citizens who are registered to vote.  
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·  Email address - A personal email account is required. 

Facilitates online verification of the user’s identity, 

and allows for email notifications and information.  

·  Zip code - Allows participants to see their specific 

elected representative’s comments and track record in 

relation to the agenda.  

 

     Once this information has been entered, the person 

clicks submit in order to continue the registration process. 

Before any of this information is transferred, a secure 

connection between her computer and the National 

Agenda web site is activated. This prevents anyone else 

from viewing or capturing any private information that is 

being transferred between her computer and the National 

Agenda web site. To further enhance security a PIN 

number could be issued.  

     After the information has been submitted to the 

registration system, the person’s eligibility to vote is 

determined (by checking their voter registration number). 

If the person is indeed an eligible citizen and registered 

voter, an email is sent to the person’s email account. The 

email contains instructions for accessing the National 

Agenda site. This registration process, once completed, 

allows the person to access the collaboration tools and 

participate in the creation and refinement of statements 

that will be included in the National Agenda and the 100 

Year Plan documents.  
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     One remaining issue to be addressed is the decision of 

whether to require that individuals reveal their true name 

when they participate online in the creation of statements 

in the National Agenda document. Current online 

communities appear to be doing well by letting the 

individual participant decide whether or not they will 

reveal their true name. Current practice is to have a 

pseudonym which is used almost all the time, and to 

reveal ones private identity only to specific individuals, 

and only after a certain period when one feels comfortable 

doing so.  

     There is no technical or system requirement for 

individuals to reveal their identity in the forum areas. An 

individual’s identity is verified at the time of registration, 

but this information is and must be kept private. When 

individuals have completed registration and actually begin 

to use the tools in the Collaborative Framework, they 

should be free to decide how much of their personal 

identify information they wish to reveal.  

Easy to use work space  

     Participants would be able to read the current Agenda 

Statement, view alternative versions, suggest changes, and 

vote on whether to finalize the statement and add it as is to 

the National Agenda document. Notice the chat window 

which would allow them to discuss points with other 

individuals who happen to be online at the same time.  
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     The primary activity of the National Agenda is to allow 

a group of participants with disparate or opposing 

viewpoints to create and refine a statement intended for a 

specific audience (namely Congress or other 

representatives). The statements are added to the National 

Agenda document (which resides in the public section of 

the web site) where they can be readily reviewed by the 

public.  

     Registered users will be able to collaborate with each 

other by means of an online “workspace”. This workspace 

contains a number of areas or web pages which assist 

specific kinds of collaborative activities.  Figure 2 shows a 

(very rough) mockup of the workspace used by 

participants. 
 

 
Figure 2. Workspace Mockup 
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Some of the key elements of this worksplace are described 

below (terms used in Figure 2 are in bold): 

·  Document indicator: the top left corner contains the 

title of the document that is currently being worked 

on, in this example the National Agenda. This 

reminds the participant that if they vote to accept a 

statement, the statement will be included in the 

National Agenda document (as opposed to the 100 

Year Plan document). 

·  Navigation menu: Allows you to navigate to other 

sections or tools, or to logout. 

·  Location indicator: Provides Topic: Subtopic: 

Statement indicator to shows your current location in 

hierarchy of site content. 

·  Topic Tree: Displays a list of versions of the 

statement you are viewing. Statements with most 

approval (or most uncontested views) are listed at the 

top, with less popular versions listed in order below. 

Individuals can click each link to see the text of the 

statement in the View Statements window. 

·  View Statements: This section of the screen displays 

the full text of a statement. Statements appear in this 

section when their corresponding link in the Topic 

Tree is clicked.  

·  Write/edit statements: Provides a text box along with 

tools that allow participants to type in a statement or 

select an existing statement and modify it. 
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·  Chat Window: Provides an online chat service which 

allows participants to discuss different wordings of 

phrases or statements. 

·  Vote: This section allows participants to cast their 

vote on whether to accept a statement for inclusion 

into the document. 

 

     Please note that this is an extremely rudimentary 

model. The workspace for something on the magnitude of 

national collaboration should have a very well thought out 

user interface designed by web application developers 

with strong usability expertise. The mockup provided in 

Figure 2 is simply to help communicate the types of 

elements that might appear in the online workspace, and is 

not intended to serve as a user interface design or even a 

guide for one. 

Collaboration activities 
     Authorized participants would be able to create topics 

and statements, review the statements that have already 

been written, and indicate their agreement or disagreement 

with them. This activity follows the pattern used in the 

approval mechanisms in most online content management 

systems, but goes a step further. Instead of having a single 

person vested with the authority to review documents, in 

this case a large number of individuals are voting their 

acceptance or disagreement with a given statement. When 

people review the statements in the National Agenda, they 
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can indicate their acceptance of the statement and then 

move on to review or write other statements on other 

topics. Or they can choose not to accept this statement but 

instead indicate acceptance of another statement, or write 

a new one altogether. 

     The following paragraphs detail these collaboration 

activities individually.  

Creating Agenda Statements 

     The National Agenda document would be made up of a 

series of statements categorized by topics, which reflect 

the most important issues facing the nation. The topics 

would be defined by the participants. They would be 

organized in a hierarchical tree so that related elements 

and sub-elements could be found together.  

     Participants would be able to add statements simply by 

locating a topic and attaching a statement to that topic. 

This would be achieved by very simple and guided step by 

step process. Once the participant locates a topic, for 

example “Healthcare”, the participant would be able to 

click a link that says “Add a statement to this topic”. A 

screen would appear which allows the participant to type 

in a statement. The statement would be added to the list of 

statements already attached to the “Healthcare” topic.  

     If no appropriate topic existed, the participant would be 

able to create a new topic or sub-topic. Continuing our 

previous example, a participant might notice that there is 

no sub-topic that addresses healthcare for infants. The 
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participant could create a sub-topic titled “Healthcare for 

Infants” which would be attached to the “Healthcare” 

topic. Another participant might want to add the sub-topic 

“Quality of Life for Military Families” to the topic 

“National Security”. Once these topics or subtopics have 

been added, statements can be created and attached to 

each of these topics. A participant might navigate to the 

sub-topic “Quality of Life for Military Families”, and add 

the following statement:  
Housing for military families needs to be 
improved, and custodial services for military 
housing, particularly for families of deployed 
soldiers, needs to be more responsive. 

Reviewing Agenda Statements 

     Participants would be able to browse or search in order 

to locate specific sets of statements they wanted to review. 

The purpose of this function is to allow participants to 

read and think about the statements that have already been 

entered into the draft versions of either the National 

Agenda or the 100 Year Plan documents. Once they have 

considered the existing topics and statements, they can 

decide whether or not they want to enter new topics or 

statements.  

     Participants need to be able to view the combined work 

of literally millions of other participants. This requires that 

we go beyond the simple use of boxes to display 

document and page content. Ideas and innovations are 

needed for meeting this challenge. I have one suggestion - 
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that we explore the use of color or symbols to depict how 

stable a given passage is, or how well accepted it is (or is 

not) by its readers. Figure 3 below shows an example of a 

passage whose words are rendered using different colors 

to denote the acceptance of the passage. In this example 

the following color scheme has been used: 

·  Black text means that the same wording has been 

either read and approved, or entered over and over, 

and that a high number of participants have viewed 

the passage and indicated their acceptance of it.  

·  Dark gray text would mean that the text is in some 

minor dispute, but that there is generally a majority 

agreeing with the wording.  

·  Light gray text means there is constant change to the 

wording (even occurring in real time) and little 

agreement about the wording. Blank words, could 

likewise indicate that there is not enough agreement to 

allow determination of a candidate word or phrase.   

 

 

“A national healthcare plan should be the top 

priority of government. Such a plan must include 

the following points: Long term care for disabled 

workers“ 

 

Figure 3. Example of rendering the acceptance of 

words in a statement. 
 



RALPH PERRINE 

106 

     Looking at this paragraph, one could determine two 

important things about the text: 

·  There is agreement that a health plan of some sort is 

important, and that it should involve the government, 

and be a priority of the government.  

·  There is lack of agreement about whether the plan is a 

national healthcare plan or something else. The gray 

and light gray tones of the phrase “national 

healthcare” tell us that many alternatives to this 

wording have been provided. If we wanted to, we 

could click on these words in order to see a popup list 

of these alternatives (or at least the top 10). At the end 

of the pop up list would be a little link that says 

“More…”. Users who wished to view the entire list of 

alternatives would be taken to another page where 

they could review them all, and vote for the ones they 

agreed with. Or they could add other alternatives. 

 

     This idea needs refinement, but the general method 

could be tailored to specific needs or topics. In addition, 

the idea would require adaptation in order to 

accommodate those with disabilities. For colorblind 

individuals, a system of icons would need to be devised. 

My suggestion for this would be to experiment with a set 

of flat lines and toothed or zigzag lines. The more ridges 

or teeth a zigzag line has, the more it is in dispute. A flat 

line (or perhaps no line) would signify that the words or 

passage is almost universally accepted among participants. 
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These lines would surround words or passages, or perhaps 

ride underneath each line of text. An audio version of this 

would also have to be provided for use by those with sight 

impairments.  

     It should be noted that adding symbols or varying 

colors to text interferes with our age old patterns of 

reading, and poses a learning curve of sorts for the users 

of such a system. It would take some time to become 

accustomed to reading and studying a passage in this 

manner.  

     Finally, it would be beneficial to allow people to 

download audio versions of the Agenda statements, 

including different statements or comments from various 

participants. Some computer applications are already able 

to translate written text into audio narrative, and have been 

in use for several years now. The ability to reliably 

convert audio voice recordings into text, and merge the 

comments or statements of different speakers is still 

evolving. 

Refining Agenda Statements 

     If a participant does not agree with the existing 

statements regarding a specific topic, the participant can 

create an altered version of the statement. This would be 

done by clicking on a link labeled “Edit Statement”. A 

simple screen would appear that contains the text of the 

statement. The participant would be able to make changes 

to the text of the statement, then save these changes. In 
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addition the participant would be able to enter comments 

explaining the rationale for making these changes.  

Voting to accept Agenda Statements 

     In addition to creating and refining statements, 

participants would be able to indicate their acceptance of 

statements. There are several methods that could be used 

to allow an individual participant to indicate acceptance. 

·  Acceptance could be indicated simply reading the 

statement and not making any changes to it. The 

system would be able to tell that a person had read the 

statement and not made changes. This could be 

recorded as a yes vote for the statement. Statements 

that had the most “reads” with no changes would be 

treated as well accepted and therefore important 

statements.  

·  Acceptance could be indicated by the participant 

placing a vote for the statement. The vote could be as 

simply as checking a box next to the statement. This 

would be counted as a “yes” vote for the statement.  

 

     On a related note, the Collaborative Framework could 

conceivably facilitate referendums, because it would 

already have in place a mechanism for recording votes. In 

fact, the activities of the Collaboration Framework - 

writing position statements and having people vote on 

their acceptance - might eventually replace the traditional 

referendum vote.  
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Viewing the final published version of the 
documents 

     A publicly available section of the National Agenda 

web site would be accessible by anyone in the world, with 

no login or passwords required. This public section holds 

the official public record of the will of the people of the 

United States by providing access to the published current 

version of the National Agenda and 100 Year Plan 

documents. In addition the public section of the web site 

would provide information about the National Agenda and 

100 Year Plan, as well as instructions on how to register 

and how to participate. The web site provides publicly 

viewable documentation in web page versions, as well as 

in a print version (a downloadable file which can be 

printed).  

Tracking statements and voting records 
of elected representatives 

     Once the final version of the National Agenda and 100 

Year Plan have been published for the coming year, 

citizens will want to track the performance of their 

government against the statements contained in these 

documents. Participants should be able to monitor whether 

the work and priorities of elected representatives are in 

alignment with the plain statements laid out in these two 

documents.  

     Currently the votes and statements of elected 

representatives in federal and state legislatures are 
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recorded using various methods and typically made 

available online. The Collaboration Framework would 

contain tools that allow staffers or other authorized 

individuals to enter (or batch import) voting records and 

statements of elected officials. Participants in the National 

Agenda would be able to look up the statements and 

voting records of their own elected representatives (and 

any others). Thus the participants would finally have one 

single place where they could access and view the track 

record of their elected representatives.  

Participation: usage scenarios  

     This section provides individual scenarios that 

illustrate how different citizens might participate in the 

creation and refinement of statements for the National 

Agenda and 100 Year Plan documents. These scenarios 

show how these activities are included in the daily lives of 

several very different citizens.  

 

Tony is a 29 year old project manager who likes listening 

to music on his portable audio player (“MP3 player”) 

while he rides the bus to work. He has discovered that he 

can download a set of statements from the National 

Agenda web site each night and save them onto his MP3 

player. He notes the file names of the statements as he 

downloads them, and then listens to them on the way to 

work the next morning. The audio file names are 

referenced to their location in the National Agenda 
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document, so when he accesses the National Agenda 

online, he can easily find the statements he wants to 

review or refine. He finds that if he does this one or two 

days a week, he feels like he has a good grasp of the issues 

that are important to him, and more importantly feels that 

he is able to influence how these issues are addressed.  

 

Fred is 53 years old, and doesn’t make a lot of direct 

modifications to statements in the National Agenda. But 

he does like to access the National Agenda online, and 

print out portions of it to read. Bill travels a lot and passes 

the time in airport lounges doing what he calls “light 

reading”. He talks a lot with his son in law who is more 

computer savvy and spends more time online. Bill’s son in 

law does tend to write and modify statements on a regular 

basis in the National Agenda and 100 Year Plan 

documents. Bill often discusses politics and national 

issues with his son-in-law and notices that his ideas and 

suggestions are often incorporated in the statements that 

his son in law writes. 

 

Delia is 45 years old, is a mother of 3, divorced and lives 

with her oldest daughter. Delia’s first language is Spanish, 

and though she speaks and reads functional English, she 

prefers to discuss politics and current events verbally with 

her daughters rather than read and write statements in the 

National Agenda document web site. One of her daughters 

has a computer, so Delia and her family are able to access 
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the National Agenda to review statements that are 

important to them. Her daughter updates her on some of 

the current issues being discussed, and often contributes 

new statements or refinements to existing statements. On 

one occasion Delia herself created a statement, though she 

asked her daughter to proofread and correct it before 

submitting it.  

 

Sally is a 35 year old busy mother of two. Each night, 

after she has put the kids to bed, she spends some time 

online reading her friends’ blogs and posts some 

comments of her own in her online journal. Usually one or 

more of her friends will be “in a tizzy” over something 

that is going on in the National Agenda web site. Her 

friend Desiree who lives in another state, sends her a link 

to a statement that they like and ask what she thinks. She 

clicks on the link, and is taken to the National Agenda 

web site. She logs in, and then is able to see the statement, 

and because she is a registered participant, is able make a 

modification to the statement. Even though there are 

thousands of versions of the statement, some of them are 

gaining more approval than others, and are beginning to 

stand out. Sally really likes one version of the statement in 

particular and she doesn’t see a problem with any of the 

existing wording. She does think however that an 

additional sentence should be added so that the statement 

includes consideration of women who have to manage 

careers while taking care of young children at home. Sally 
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adds this sentence, and then sends an email back to her 

friend telling her to check out the modification she made 

to the statement. 

 

Ken is blind and relies on an electronic reader that reads 

the statements of the National Agenda to him. He is able 

to navigate the National Agenda and 100 Year Plan 

documents online because they are designed to comply 

work with accessibility guidelines, and provide special 

labeling so that all parts of the online document can be 

read by the electronic reader.  
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CHAPTER 11 
  

Governance and Related Issues  

 

     The National Agenda and 100 Year Plan documents, 

and the supporting web site and functions of the 

Collaboration Framework would need to be managed by 

some entity. In addition to the responsibility of managing 

(and protecting/preserving) what would be some of the 

most important documents in the nation, there are tasks 

such as looking up and verifying voter registration 

numbers in order to grant a person access to the web site. 

And other questions such as  

·  Who will make and preserve backup copies of this 

document, and of the voter registrations?  

·  Who will ensure the security and privacy of the 

personal information of the registered participants?  

·  What entity might be able to properly manage this set 

of responsibilities?  

 

     It seemed to me at first glance that it should not be 

managed by the government or by one of its agencies. 

Traditionally we have not looked kindly on scenarios 

where the government is allowed to hold records of a 

person’s political statements. In the case of the National 

Agenda, the government would have a complete record of 
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the political statements of millions of citizens. For some 

agencies, the temptation to search these political 

statements for certain controversial phrases or words 

might be overwhelming. On the other hand, if the National 

Agenda apparatus is managed by a private organization, 

what power forces that organization to ensure that all U.S. 

citizens are provided access? And what would ensure that 

the organization maintained a non-partisan stance? 

     There have been repeated suggestions for dismantling 

or overhauling the Electoral College (for reasons not 

related to the proposals in this book). Perhaps the ideas 

surrounding this concept of a National Agenda might 

provide a new and more constructive direction for the 

Electoral College.  

     The Library of Congress might be another logical 

candidate. The Library of Congress already operates the 

THOMAS web site (http://www.congress.gov or 

http://thomas.loc.gov) which provides online access to the 

Congressional Record and the full text of bills from 1973 

to the present.  

     Perhaps the National Agenda would be governed by 

the states, who receive funding to do so from the federal 

government and perhaps by rechanneling tax monies that 

currently fund less efficient aspects of Congress or state 

legislatures. The Collaborative Framework in this scenario 

would function as a set of individual modules (one for 

each state) that are connected in order to provide unified 

views of the information generated in the National Agenda 
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and the 100 Year Plan. Participants would be able to see 

the proceedings within their own state as well as the 

proceedings of the rest of the nation. They would be able 

to work with and view the contents as if they were 

accessing a single system. 

     It should also be noted that a number of Senators and 

Representatives now offer voter-friendly web sites that 

feature a listing of issues on the home page. This is 

already headed in the direction of the ideas discussed in 

this book, the primary difference being the mechanism 

used to create the list of issues. Instead of allowing 

constituents to directly update and manage the list of 

issues (and refine their own statements about the issues), 

the list of issues on current web sites is updated by 

Congressional staffers hopefully in response to 

constituents phone calls, emails and other written 

communication.  

Guaranteeing access for all registered 
voters 

     An online presence is the most economically feasible 

means of ensuring widespread access to the collaboration 

tools we have outlined. This online presence however, will 

be of diminished value if we simply offer it without 

ensuring access to every registered voter.  

     Some additional provisions are required to ensure 

access, particularly for registered voters in two categories:  
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·  Those who will not be able to use the system because 

they cannot afford online access 

·  Those who will not be able to use the system because 

they have no experience using computers or web sites  

 

     The cost for assisting voters in these two categories 

will not be minimal. But the benefit of the National 

Agenda and its collaboration tools – both to the 

empowerment of citizens, and to the transformation of 

American politics overall - is so significant that it will be 

well worth the costs associated with training and 

equipping registered voters. This is a long term 

investment.  

     Here are some initial ideas for helping to ensure that 

access is guaranteed to any registered voter: 

·  Online access should be available in public places. 

The online presence should be available in schools 

and libraries, as well as other publicly accessible 

buildings. Many of these locations do already provide 

some form of publicly available online access.  

·  Enact laws for non-profit organizations and incent 

proft companies. A special set of federal tax laws 

should be enacted which set guidelines and incentives 

for non-profit organizations to provide online access 

to the National Agenda and training in how to use its 

collaboration tools.  The federal guidelines should 

among other things forbid these non-profits from any 

political affiliation or activity associated with specific 
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candidates or political parties. If individual states 

become the operators of National Agenda activities 

for their respective populations, the federal guidelines 

for the non-profit organizations must be adhered to in 

the individual states.  

·  To accommodate those who do not yet have high 

speed, high bandwidth access to the Internet, the 

online presence should provide a system consisting 

mostly of text and other elements which can be 

downloaded quickly.  

·  The online presence must be easy to use, and it must 

have easily understood instructions available in online 

and printed (or printable) format. 

 

     One issue that non-profits will encounter is the need to 

qualify who deserves assistance either in the form of 

subsidized online access or training. Some may be 

concerned (or excited) over the prospect of national 

guaranteed online access. I don’t yet have a well-formed 

position on this, though I do observe that in our current 

economy the exchange and transfer of information is 

equally important to the exchange and transfer of physical 

goods.  

     In addition, for profit corporations which choose to 

open Internet cafes offering online access for a fee, may 

perhaps be provided with an incentive to not charge for 

time online when the user is connected to the National 

Agenda site and its tools. The complication with this is 
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that the user may want to visit other web sites while 

deliberating an issue.  

Guaranteeing an optimal participation for 
all users 

     In addition to ensuring access, there are other 

challenges. A significant number of American citizens 

may be faced with one or more of the following 

limitations that will affect their ability to use the tools in 

the Collaborative Framework:  

·  Not knowing how to type proficiently 

·  Not being able to type at all due to a physical 

disability 

·  Not being able to communicate fluently in English 

·  Not being able to comprehend or grasp some of the 

concepts discussed in the National Agenda 

collaboration process. 

 

     It is similar in magnitude to the challenge faced by the 

nation’s public schools. In 2004 American public schools 

enrolled and provided education to over 48 million 

children.1  Never before in the history of the human race 

have so many children, from so many different economic 

statuses, ethnic heritages, speaking so many different 

languages, been given the opportunity of education.  

Public education is America’s unnoticed miracle.  It is not 

perfect and we are all acutely aware of its flaws. But we 
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do not give up just because of the magnitude of the 

challenge. 

     Likewise something on the magnitude of the 

Collaborative Framework is a large and complicated 

endeavor – one that will likely require more than one 

generation to establish, debug and refine. It is probably 

impossible to measure or comprehend the cost and effort 

this investment will require. It is also impossible to 

overstate the importance and value of it to our nation’s 

future.  

How this relates to other political 
activities in our national discourse 

     None of this replaces the existing legitimate means of 

discourse, debate, and expression in our society. Nor does 

it equate to having a web site run our government. It is 

useful to consider and understand where this fits in the 

operating structure of our democracy.  

     We will still have meetings, coffees, parties, debates, 

gatherings, protests. The difference is that now we have an 

additional step available to us, one that helps further 

ensure that our activities and participation will have an 

impact on the course of the country.  

     Instead of just making noise and then going home, or 

voting and hoping for the best, we can make noise and 

vote and then sit down and write a plan. The plan will be 

recorded in a publicly accessible place where it can be 

read and reread, contemplated, reconsidered, and refined.  



AMERICA 2076 

121 

     The national discourse we have now is akin to a 

meeting in a conference room where everyone says there 

piece but no one is taking notes. No one records the 

decisions made, or priorities set  (in fact no one even ask 

for them)At the end of the meeting, no one is quite sure 

what was agreed to and there is no single place to go to in 

order to read the conclusions of the meeting.  

     The Collaborative Framework and National Agenda 

would help ensure that our national discourse is more 

productive. It will supplement not replace dialogue and 

discussion of our national discourse.   

How this impacts the structure of the 
United States government 

     The ideas proposed in this book are not intended to 

advocate a change in the structure of government so much 

as to advocate a balance of power between its participants. 

And specifically to advocate that both citizens and 

government be able to fully and effectively participate.  

     The balance of power between participants in a 

democracy may change as the capabilities of a participant 

are improved by new tools and systems. This change in 

the balance of power may occur even though the structure 

of the government has not changed.  

     This is possible because improved capabilities may 

allow an entity to participate more fully and more 

effectively, even though the authority given to the 

participant remains unchanged.  
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     A loss of parity between the capabilities of the 

participants has the effect of allowing one participant to 

hoodwink and manipulate the other(s) even though 

everyone is playing within the rules.  

     Just as the elected members of government have in the 

last fifty years gained for themselves a new set of public 

relations and marketing capabilities, so the people need to 

gain commensurate empowerment through access to 

similarly powerful tools and capabilities that level the 

playing field. 

     The dangerous alternative would be to alter the 

structure of the government. Rather than modify the 

government’s structure, the better alternative would be to 

improve the ability of the citizens to participate fully in 

their current role. If this is done there is no need to modify 

the authority or powers of either citizen or government.  

     All participants must have an equal capability to fully 

participate in their respective roles. By focusing on 

relative capabilities, as provided by tools and systems 

(human and electronic), it is possible to ensure parity 

between the capabilities of the governed and those who 

govern, without resorting to a modification of the structure 

of government, or of American democracy. 

 

 

Chapter 11 Notes 

 
1. See National Center for Education Statistics, “Past and 
Projected Elementary and Secondary Public School 
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Enrollments,” at: 
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2005/section1/indicator01.asp  
 
Specific enrollment statistics can be found in the following 
table: 
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2005/section1/table.asp?tableI
D=223  
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CHAPTER 12 
  

Benefits to the “Customer Experience” 
of Citizens  

 

     Whether or not citizens are equivalent to customers is 

debatable. I use the term “customer experience” because it 

is a commonly understood phrase associated with the 

deliberate planning and provision of positive experiences 

for a person who is interacting with a company or 

organization.  

     Borrowing commonly used terms from the related 

disciplines of human factors and usability, we could say 

we need to consider the user experience of being a 

participant in the democratic government of the United 

States. We want to look at democratic participation from a 

usability standpoint, to consider the user (the citizen who 

is participating) and the user’s requirements.  

     The user experience of citizens in general already gets 

a lot of attention at local, state and federal levels. Most of 

this attention however is focused on improving the 

efficiency and convenience of mandated activities: online 

registration for driver’s license renewals or building 

permits, for example. Most government entities are at least 

somewhat interested in improving the quality of the 



AMERICA 2076 

125 

experience that a citizen has when performing these 

required activities. The activities should be easy, 

convenient, and fast rather than confusing, inconvenient 

and slow.  

     Not as much attention has been focused (at least not 

yet) on the experience that citizens enjoy or endure when 

they attempt to participate in American democracy. There 

has been no large scale examination of how to manage and 

improve the participation experience of citizens who are 

attempting to take part in their democracy. Even among 

what are popularly called “E-Gov” and “E-Democracy” 

initiatives (primarily run by organizations in North 

America and Europe1), relatively small amounts of 

resources have been targeted to answering the question of 

how democratic governments can better facilitate citizen 

participation.  

     The Hansard Society deserves mention here as a 

notable exception. This U.K. based organization manages 

a comprehensive E-Democracy program that actively 

experiments with technology as a means to better 

participation of citizens in government.  Their stated goal 

is to explore "the potential for interactive technologies to 

create new channels of communication and participation 

between Parliament and the people". 2 

     The Collaboration Framework proposed in this book 

would assist and improve the participation experience of 

citizens in a number of critical ways which are discussed 

on the next few paragraphs.  
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Benefit #1: Satisfies the need of citizens 
to know that their input is influential 

     The Collaboration Framework allows citizens to 

provide input to the plans of the nation and see the results 

of their input in a tangible form. In addition, citizens 

would have the assurance that their input will be consulted 

by the elected leaders of the nation. These two factors – 

seeing one’s input in tangible form, and being assured that 

the product of one’s input will be consulted by elected 

officials - provide citizens with a very important form of 

gratification or feedback.  Participants have to feel that 

they achieved something, and that their input really did 

make a difference. With the Collaboration Framework 

their input is now a part of the public record, and they can 

take pride in knowing that they were a part of the nation’s 

planning process.  

     If a citizen takes ten or thirty minutes out of their busy 

day and tries to participate, they will see a tangible result 

of their participation. The statements they wrote or the 

amendments they made, and the online discussions they 

engaged in are recorded and visible in the proceedings that 

the Collaboration Framework records. If a person’s efforts 

appear to leave behind no trace, and make no difference 

whatsoever, the person is going to eventually stop 

attempting to participate. No rational person is going to 

continue to attempt to participate any activity if they feel 
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they have no ability to influence the outcome or direction 

of that activity. The Collaboration Framework satisfies the 

important need of citizens to feel that they can 

productively participate. 

Benefit #2: Goes beyond voting and 
polling to engage citizens.  

     Polling and market research have important roles, but 

like voting they do not fully address the need for better 

communications and engagement. Instead of being able to 

set the agenda for the country, citizens should be able to 

set the agenda for the country. Replaces the current 

situation where citizens watch through the foggy lens of 

the media while others set the agenda for them, and then 

have to answer polls based on what they read or heard in 

the news.  

     If you think about it, voting is nothing more than 

answering multiple choice questions. Voting is incredibly 

important, mind you, and it is a cornerstone of democracy 

and freedom. But it is not enough. Imagine working at a 

company where the only way anyone talked to anyone 

was via multiple choice questions. How could you 

possibly get anything done?  If your family communicated 

only in the form of multiple choice questions, would you 

be surprised if your family became dysfunctional?  

     To properly engage citizens in the planning and 

managment of the nation, we must go beyond voting, 

beyond polling, and certainly beyond the practice of 
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flooding Congressional offices with form letters. We must 

allow citizens to directly articulate their wishes in a more 

coherent and tangible form.  

Benefit #3: Allows for an organized and 
prioritized view of political issues  

     The Collaborative Framework allow citizens to see 

things in context and to see their comparative priorities. 

There is often the complaint that citizens don’t care or 

don’t get involved. But this is probably an issue of context 

not complacency. Citizens don’t know why this matters. 

They have busy lives and have to be good at screening out 

the things that don’t appear important. Telling a person 

“Hey this is important!” isn’t convincing. We are 

conditioned to doubt claims of importance. Think about 

our daily lives. Supervisors constantly hand us conflicting 

priorities, claiming all are important. Children, spouses, 

parents and other relatives as well as friends, teachers, and 

all make conflicting demands on our time and attention. 

We learn to screen things out especially when either the 

relative importance of the thing cannot be determined, or 

the effective steps to resolving the issue are not clear.  

Benefit #4: Makes government and the 
political process more manageable 

     The Collaboration Framework would empower the 

people to better perform the role of collective project 

manager, ensuring that the tenets of the National Agenda 

are implemented. In essence we are talking about 
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formalizing the management of the country. In simplified 

terms this means the people would have the ability to say, 

“we have decided that this needs to be done”, and then to 

follow up and make sure that it gets done. To my thinking, 

the role of collective project manager is not a new role for 

the people. They have always had this role. They have not 

ever been given the proper tools for carrying out this 

responsibility. They have held the role and attempted to 

carry it out in a quite unempowered state.  

     In summary the Collaborative Framework benefits the 

people by providing a single place where participants can 

meet and discuss issues with other participants, including 

elected representatives, collaborate and develop solutions 

to issues that concern them, and track the performance of 

their elected representatives 

 

Chapter 12 Notes 

 
1. Janet Caldow, Director of IBM's Institute for Electronic 
Government, has written an excellent 12 page white paper 
which defines the concept of e-Democracy and reviews a 
number of current initiatives from governments around the 
world (including the activities and positions of the Hansard 
Society). This 12 page paper published in January 2004, urges 
governments to begin e-democracy "pilot initiatives" 
immediately. (p9) See “e-Democracy: Putting Down Global 
Roots” by Janet Caldow. Available online at:  
http://www-1.ibm.com/industries/government/ieg/pdf/e-
democracy%20putting%20down%20roots.pdf  

  
For coverage of current eGov initiatives and activities (mostly 
UK), see http://www.egovmonitor.com. 
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2. See http://www.hansardsociety.org.uk/programmes/e-
democracy for more information on the Hansard Society’s E-
Democracy activities.  
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CHAPTER 13 
  

Benefits for the Nation as a Whole  

 

     This chapter examines the benefits that the 

Collaborative Framework would provide to the course and 

future of the United States. Beyond the immediate benefits 

to the citizens, there are certain other benefits which are 

important in the long term.  

Benefit #5: More effective national 
planning  

     The Collaborative Framework provides a basis for 

collaborative planning, with the engagement and 

involvement of the citizens. It establishes planning (not 

debate or partisan schemes) as the primary activity of our 

democracy. In addition, it frames planning (and debate) 

activities with objectives and time constraints. Debates 

can now occur within the context of cohesive planning 

activities.  

Benefit #6: Increases democratic literacy  

     In addition to the benefits outlined above, the 

Participation Center provides another benefit that is 

critical to our future. Over time it assists the democratic 

literacy of all those who participate. The importance of 

this benefit is hard to overstate.  
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     Many citizens are functionally illiterate regarding 

democracy and participation in government. This is of 

great concern because the challenges our nation faces are 

clearly beginning to outstrip the capacities of the 

leadership to adequately address on their own. Greater 

participation is required, in order to provide broader input 

and insight to the current and future issues. Citizens not 

only need to participate, but as they participate they need 

to get better at being good citizen-managers of their 

nation. Our future security is in our hands. It is not in the 

hands of anyone else.  

     There are a number of organizations and efforts 

supporting the cause of political literacy1 or at least certain 

facets of it.  But they typically focus on teaching citizens 

how to contend with the distortion and indirection of 

politics; How to critically review messages in the media, 

how to decipher political rhetoric, and how to figure out a 

politician’s actual position and track record on a given 

issue. 

     The Collaborative Framework might be able to deal 

with political literacy in a more direct manner, and go 

beyond helping people cope with competitive partisan 

politics. The Collaborative Framework introduces a new 

way of participating that bypasses the traditional sources 

of distortion and sets up a direct channel of 

communication between the people and their elected 

representatives. 
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Benefit #7: Optimizes our democracy 

     The right kind of citizen participation is closely related 

to how a democracy works best. The Collaboration 

Framework facilitates the kind of citizen participation that, 

when practiced consistently can have the effect of 

optimizing our democracy by enabling the following 

specific improvements:  

·  Providing more transparency and more effective 

accountability in government 

·  Reducing political gridlock by providing 

definitive input from the population at large 

·  Goading government decision-makers into 

decisive action when the decision-makers have 

conflicting loyalties 

·  Providing government decision-makers with more 

complete insight into current and future issues 

 

     Accountability, decisiveness and insight are the 

practical problems of democracy, and improved citizen 

participation is critical to managing them.   

 

Chapter 13 Notes 

 
1. For a definitive overview of political literacy, see Thomas M. 
Kane, “Political Literacy: Defining and Teaching the Ability to 
Reason About Politics”. In this paper, Kane who teaches politics 
at the University of Hull, examines the skills required in order to 
attain political literacy. The paper was presented at the 12th 
Annual Conference on Learning (Granada, July 11-14 2005) and 
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is, at time of writing, under consideration by the International 
Journal of Learning.  
 
Additional notes on efforts to improve political literacy:  
 
(a) In the U.K., The Citizenship Foundation seeks to educate 
young people about democracy, with specific emphasis on 
political literacy. For more information see 
http://www.citizenshipfoundation.org.uk. For specific 
information on their political literacy initiative, see 
http://www.citizenshipfoundation.org.uk/main/page.php/12 
 
(b) PBS provides online Political Literacy resources targeted 
primarily at teenagers. These resources are associated with their 
show “Political Literacy: Sifting Thru The Spin.” The show was 
aired as part of PBS’s “In the Mix” series. See 
http://www.pbs.org/inthemix/politics_index.html.  
 
(c) Project Vote Smart attempts to help voters monitor positions 
and track records of elected representatives, by asking elected 
officials to fill out a survey questioning them on specific issues. 
For an example of this form, see http://www.vote-
smart.org/pdf/npat2004/c-npat2004.pdf.  Unfortunately, at time 
of writing, significant numbers of officials have refused or 
neglected to fill out the form.  
 
(d) Voter Information Services is a non-profit organization that 
runs the Congressional Report Cards project. This effort 
attempts to track the voting records of congressional members in 
comparison to the positions of advocacy groups. In addition the 
organization provides a set of online tools for monitoring the 
legislative and voting activities of Congress. It should be noted 
that the average person might find these tools difficult to use. 
See http://www.vis.org and 
http://www.congressionalreportcards.org.  
 
For a sample report, showing voting records of Congressional 
members on a limited number of items (listed by Roll Call 
Number), see http://www.vis.org/toolbox/rrptsample.htm. 
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CHAPTER 14 
  

Benefits for the Government  

 

     A major theme of this book is that citizens need 

additional assistance in order to better participate in the 

activities of modern American politics. So a considerable 

amount of space is dedicated to the benefits of the 

National Agenda concept for citizens. But the National 

Agenda - and the collaborative planning it could foster - 

would also provide tremendous assistance to the 

endeavors of the government.  

     Those who govern desperately need insight and 

wisdom to determine the best way to proceed and more 

fundamentally, how best to orchestrate the attention and 

resources of the nation in order to protect and provide for 

our future security. It would seem reasonable that a 

government faced with this challenge would seek a 

mechanism that taps the collective intelligence and insight 

of its population. The National Agenda, and its attendant 

mechanisms provide the best solution so far for doing this.  

     Some of the specific benefits of the National Agenda 

and Collaborative Framework are described in the 

following paragraphs. 
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Benefit #8: Better more direct feedback 
for elected officials  

     The input that elected representatives would receive 

from the collaborative framework of the National Agenda 

would far exceed the quality of the input they receive from 

current methods. It would be more direct, and less open to 

interpretation. It would be the difference between a last 

will and testament versus a series of photographs. It would 

be what the people actually said they wanted. State 

representatives could review the National Agenda 

document as well, since the National Agenda would also 

include items that should be taken up by the states.  

     Instead of peering through the dark glass of market 

research, and extrapolating the impact of political ads, 

elected representatives could see for themselves the 

guidance the citizens have communicated to their 

government. The Collaboration Framework and the 

documents it prepares would also provide an attractive 

alternative to the floods of form letters and emails from 

overzealous grassroots organizations.  

     The idea of direct input from citizens has already been 

implemented in a number of federal web sites which seek 

input on various government decision-making and 

activities.1 It has not yet been put together on a national 

scale and scope. If it were, it would provide a single 

coherent place (or online document) where people can 

view all of the items their government is working on, and 

provide input to any of them.  
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Benefit #9: The collective intelligence of 
the nation 

     Governing is a complicated endeavor – one that 

requires the maximum available intelligence.2 For this 

reason, wise governments find ways to solicit the 

collective intelligence of their fellow citizens. By 

collective intelligence, I mean a knowledge that is based 

on the aggregation of as many viewpoints as possible, so 

as to provide a 360 degree view of the factors that relate to 

an issue, or to the ramifications of a given decision. Those 

who govern, and those who participate in governing need 

to possess the best available knowledge and need to be as 

intelligent as possible in order for things to go well. 

     Because the full knowledge required to govern well 

does not reside in a single individual, or even a single 

group, a means of collecting the intelligence held by all 

individuals is required. Democratic governments solicit 

the intelligence of the people through a number of 

methods, the most well known of which is voting. In this 

sense, voting is more than just an opportunity to express 

one’s opinion. It is an appeal to the collective intelligence 

of the national population, for help in determining who 

should manage a certain aspect of the local or federal 

government.  

     But voting alone is not sufficient to extract the full 

collective intelligence needed to run the government. 

Many modern governments also solicit the collective 

intelligence of the people by other methods such as 
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polling, and the encouragement of direct correspondence 

with representatives. 

     Representative government (the process of soliciting 

the collective will of the people), is not correct simply 

because it is fair. It is also correct because it is currently 

the best known way to aggregate citizen intelligence for 

the purpose of making very complicated and risky 

decisions that directly impact the individuals within the 

citizen population.  

     Those who govern seem to intuitively hold a near 

universal desire to foster communication between citizen 

and government through polling, web sites and email 

addresses for senators, and so forth. With few exceptions 

most appear to subscribe to the notion that citizens must 

be able to communicate with their government - in a 

coherent way - their top concerns and the multiple facets 

of these concerns. 

     But what is lacking is a single coherent repository of 

the national collective thinking about the issues the 

country faces. There is no top-of-mind place to go, in 

order to register one’s concerns. One may write each of 

their state and federal representatives, but this is a one 

way conversation (usually) outlining the thoughts of a 

single person. These thoughts have more than likely not 

been blended with the thoughts and concerns of others. Or 

one may join forces with one of the myriad political action 

groups, each of which will usually have their own version 

of an agenda for only a few of the many issues the nation 
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faces. And too often, these political groups focus on 

utilizing finely tuned awareness campaigns to flood the 

offices of elected representatives that may amount to – or 

come dangerously close to - false impressions of the will 

of the people. None of these options allow for an effective 

single repository of the nation’s thinking and collaborative 

planning. 

Benefit #10: Efficiency 

     The National Agenda and its collaborative tools could 

help optimize the efforts of the Congressional staff, by 

improving efficiency and transparency, while allowing 

more direct citizen participation.  

     It would be reasonable to inquire whether or not a full 

accounting of the cost resources and effort expended by 

the total Congressional staff, might not provide the 

justification for the cost of the National Agenda effort 

outlined in this book. The Congressional Budget Office 

isn't exactly forthcoming on its current payroll figures for 

Congressional Staff. Their web site (http://www.cbo.gov), 

while otherwise generous in detail, provides no definitive 

information on current staffing costs.  

     In December of 2004 Thomas Rains published an 

article "High Salaries for Congressional Staff" which 

detailed fiscal year 2004 salary figures for Senate and 

House staffs for New Hampshire and Maine. The article 

referred to research conducted by Foster's Daily 

Democrat, and alleged among other things that the 
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Senators from the two states of New Hampshire and 

Maine spent around two million dollars each on their 

staffs.3   

    At times Congress itself has admitted awareness of 

issues connected to the size, expense and relative 

effectiveness of its staff. In 1993 the House of 

Representatives published a Summary of Hearings on 

Congressional Staff and Management. In these hearings, 

various members of Congressional testified that the 

Congressional Staff needed to be reduced, that its current 

size was unnecessary, and that the overstaffing actually 

hindered the legislative process.4 One representative noted 

in the hearings that the Congressional Staff had tripled 

since 1960.5 

      At the time of writing, some indication of the staffing 

costs of Congress is available in the text of the Legislative 

Branch Appropriations Act, 2006 (H.R. 2985) which 

allocates funds for Senate and House expenses for 2006.6 

Listed below are the three budget items in this bill which 

appear to relate to the staffing and salary costs of 

Congress:  

·  $147,120,000 for Senate “Salaries, Officers and 

Employees” 

·  $350,000,000 for “Senators' Official Personnel and 

Office Expense Account”  

·  $1,092,407,000 for “salaries and expenses of the 

House of Representatives”  
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     The three figures together approach 1.6 billion dollars. 

According to the text of the bill, this figure does not 

constitute the entire operating budget of the House and 

Senate. The bill lists quite a few other expense items. One 

cannot help thinking that 1.6 billion dollars ought to buy a 

better democratic experience for citizens. And that 

perhaps some portion of that 1.6 billion dollars might be 

well spent on something along the lines of the 

Collaboration Framework described in this book. 

Better tools facilitate better government  

     Elected officials in general do not wish to ignore the 

will of the people. In fact they often go to great lengths to 

find out what their constituents want. Most non-elected 

officials, those public servants sometimes derisively 

labeled “bureaucrats”, also usually have a sincere desire to 

serve their nation and its people. They are often working 

at lower wages than they might earn in the private sector. 

They are where they are because they believe they can 

make a difference. And perhaps because the pensions are 

better.  

     So this book should not be construed as an attempt to 

discredit elected officials, or to rein in an out-of-control 

government.  The flaws and problems in our national 

discourse today are not the result of malicious intentions 

or even neglect. They are primarily the result of having to 

rely on a very limited set of tools to coordinate a massive 
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communication and collaboration process between a 

government and its 296 million citizens.7  

     As better tools become available, and as we learn how 

to use them, many of these problems will probably be 

alleviated. This book is an attempt to raise awareness of 

better tools which are becoming available and of the ways 

in which we might be able to use them.  

     These better tools benefit not only the people but also 

the government. If these tools are implemented in some 

form similar to the Collaborative Framework, they change 

the game so it is no longer a matter of competing to see 

who can outwit or out manipulate who. It is now a game 

where we work together to see if we can beat time. Can 

we achieve what we need to achieve as a nation this year? 

Can we do what we need to do now, in order to be 

prepared for what is coming next year, and the year after? 

It is a full scale transformation from mindless competition 

between partisan clubs to the competition of ideas that a 

truly inclusive, truly collaborative planning process can 

provide. It is also a change in focus: from obsessing over 

temporary political triumphs to focusing with a sense of 

urgency on crafting the best possible plans for our nation’s 

future. 

     If we find a way to do this – to allow more meaningful 

participation of the people in a national collaborative 

planning process - the people are not the only benefactors. 

The mission of our government benefits as well.  
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Chapter 14 Notes 

 
1. The Environmental Protection Agency’s EDOCKET provides 
online access to proposed regulations that are currently open to 
public review and comment. The EDOCKET web site allows 
citizens to search for, select and read proposed regulations, then 
provide comments via online forms. Since its founding, other 
government agencies have begun participating in EDOCKET, 
making their regulations available for citizen review and input. 
EDOCKET can be accessed at http://www.epa.gov/edocket. 
 
In addition, The U.S. Government provides a web site similar to 
EDOCKET’s function but wider in scope at 
http://www.regulations.gov. This portal site allows citizens to 
search an extremely wide range of regulatory topics - from 
transportation to wildlife management – for proposed 
regulations they want to review. The site provides access to the 
full text of the regulation document, along with instructions and 
addresses for submitting comments. Depending on the agency 
overseeing the regulation, comments are submitted via postal 
mail, email, or in some cases via online forms.  
 
2. The term “intelligence” has been given a negative 
connotation implying a surreptitious or illegal approach to 
gathering confidential information. I use the term “intelligence” 
here to denote simply the knowledge and understanding needed 
in order to do something well. 
 
3. See “High Salaries For Congressional Staff” by Thomas 
Rains, Newswire, December 17, 2004 (Boston University, 
Washington Journalism Center). Available online at  
http://www.bu.edu/washjocenter/newswire_pg/fall2004/newha
mpshire/salaries1217.htm   
 
4. For full text of these hearings, see “Summary of Hearings on 
Congressional Staff and Management” (1993) available online 
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at the United States House of Representatives web site: 
http://www.house.gov/rules/jcoc2t.htm  
 
For a complete history of the growth of the Congressional 
staffing, see “Congressional Staff and Management” available 
online at the United States House of Representatives web site: 
http://www.house.gov/rules/jcoc2r.htm  
 
Another report claims that "Congress remains the most heavily 
staffed legislature in the world." See “Slashing Congressional 
Spending, Part I: Congressional Pay, Pensions, Perks, and Staff” 
by Dan Greenberg, May 16, 1995. Available online at  
http://www.heritage.org/Research/Budget/BG1034.cfm  
 
5. Excerpt from House of Representatives “Summary of 
Hearings on Congressional Staff and Management” (1993):  
"...Representative Scott Klug testified on February 4, ‘Between 
1960 and 1993, the number of lawmakers here in Congress has 
remained exactly the same, but the congressional staff has 
grown three times in size;’2 he continued by recommending that 
Congress downsize in a manner comparable to U.S. industrial 
giants. Others indicated that large staffs have resulted in the 
Congress becoming too staff-reliant." 
 
6. The full text of H.R. 2985 can be accessed online via the 
THOMAS web site (http://www.congress.gov or 
http://thomas.loc.gov). THOMAS is operated by the Library of 
Congress and provides online access to the Congressional 
Record and the full text of bills from 1973 to the present. 
 
7. See U.S. Census Bureau’s Population clock at 
http://www.census.gov/population/www/popclockus.html for 
latest figures. This web site provides projected population 
figures based on the Census 2000 data. 
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CHAPTER 15 
  

The Next Steps  

 

     For those who might be wondering what are the next 

steps, and how to further explore these ideas, here are 

some thoughts for moving forward.  

     Share this book with your friends and colleagues, and 

see what they think about its ideas. If you believe that 

some of these ideas are worth pursuing, discuss them with 

your local, state and federal elected representatives. Urge 

them to think about this. Let them know that achieving 

more effective citizen participation in government is a 

priority for you.  

     Some individuals or groups may want to go further and 

set up a trial version of the Collaborative Framework.  It 

seems to me that an initial working model of the 

Collaborative Framework could be constructed from a 

series of well coordinated blogs. For this to work, 

participants might have to forego the pride of ownership 

and total control that one expects to have when running a 

blog singlehandedly.  

     Before embarking on any national implementation, a 

trial should perhaps be run for a period of several months 

or even one or two years. A consortium of private 
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businesses and perhaps universities might be able to 

operate such a trial.  Or perhaps a group of open source 

advocates. The trial should include individuals of varying 

ages and walks of life. The specific objectives of the trial 

would be as follows: 

·  Discover any unforeseen operations issues associated 

with the management of a large number of different 

groups of people in different physical locations 

·  Discover any technology or infrastructure issues 

caused by the sheer number of participants 

·  Assess the security issues related to the intended use 

of voter registration numbers as the primary ID for the 

system 

·  Assess implications related to personal privacy, 

personal security, and free speech. 

·  Determine the effort required to train and equip a 

large group of people to participate in such an effort.  

·  Determine initial expectations for annual operating 

costs, including costs of required infrastructure, 

equipment and resources. 

·  Define the operating responsibilities of the partners 

who will support and manage the Collaborative 

Framework. 

 

     All of these issues must be determined based on real 

operating experience (as such a trial could provide) rather 

than hypothetical planning.  
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Realistic expectations 

     If the National Agenda and its collaborative framework 

are implemented, it will be important for everyone to have 

realistic expectations about how it will proceed and 

evolve, particularly in the early years of its establishment. 

The first few years of its operation are likely to be 

disappointing and even frustrating for all involved.  

     The very first National Agenda document will probably 

reach its deadline without significant portions of it being 

completed. The vast majority of the participants, 

remember, will have little experience in resolving 

differences, building consensus and all of the planning 

tasks required to successfully nail down an agenda. Over 

time however people will learn the most effective ways of 

articulating their views, determining key priorities and 

fundamentals, merging them into statements that reflect 

the best interests of the group for a specific timeframe. A 

person who faithfully participates for two years will learn 

a lot. What exactly they will learn cannot be predicted 

here. But what they learn will not only help them 

articulate and refine plans for the course of the country, 

but will also prove to be of immense value in their 

vocations. They will learn to work with people who have 

differing views; to find common interests and move 

forward together based on those common interests. These 

skills are fundamental requirements for success in any 

field. 
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CHAPTER 16 
  

America 2076  

 

     With the recent birth of my daughter, my firstborn, I 

have found myself thinking about what she will inherit.  

     I remember things my parents and grandparents left to 

me. An old Roger Tory Petersen bird guide from my 

grandmother, and a gold money clip from my grandfather, 

engraved with his initials - and mine. Other things I wish 

they would have preserved for me - like my father’s boots, 

saddle and six-guns from his ranching days as a young 

man.  

     I have collected things myself over the years, thinking 

someday they might be worth something, or that my 

descendants might be grateful to have them. Baseball 

cards, comic books, little cars, trinkets, and newspapers 

from certain memorable days. I don’t know if my daughter 

will have any use for these things, but they may well be a 

part of her inheritance.  

     Seventy years from now, when my daughter would be 

a senior citizen, yet another generation of Americans will 

be rising to accept their role in the world, and their place 

in the long story of our nation. 

     They will love their country, and I think they will be 

wise to their history. Seventy years is not a long time, but 
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I have faith they will have mended many of the great 

flaws we are all so keenly aware of now.  

     For this reason I have confidence that this future 

generation of Americans will do the world a lot of good. 

They will learn, achieve, probably misbehave, seek their 

calling and search for love. They will raise children, and 

try to teach them to do good in this world. As hinted on 

the cover of this book, I am certain they’ll still wear 

denim. 

     They will remember us to some degree, perhaps the 

way we remember the generations of our grandparents and 

great grandparents. They may not give us full credit, and 

they may not blame us as much as we deserve.  

     But there is a solemn truth that colors and shades the 

gleam in their eyes, the brightness of their smiles and the 

warmth of their embraces; a solemn truth that etches the 

weariness of their labors and the strength of their hopes.  

     There is a solemn truth about this unborn generation of 

Americans, and it overshadows the splendor of their 

future:  

 

     They will inherit what we begin to build in our lifetime. 
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