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SUMMARY 

From 2017 to 2018, the Citizens League published the Voice, a quarterly magazine for members. At the end 
of the grant that had funded the magazine’s production, Citizens League staff asked me to convene a series 
of conversations to consider the League’s future media strategy. Over the course of a month, 19 civic leaders 
talked with me about the Minnesota media landscape, the state of public policy debate in our communities, 
and the League’s place in what comes next.  

What I heard 

1. There is no clear need in the media landscape for a Citizens League publication to meet. Minnesotans 
are already creating the media they want. Though widely beloved, the Voice is not necessary. 

2. Considering the structural barriers to thoughtful public debate, the Citizens League is unlikely to 

encourage informed policy conversation through print, broadcast or social media. Other mediums of 
communication, including live events and long-form policy analysis, are more promising. 

3. As the news and social media become more fragmented, the Citizens League’s proven ability to bring 

Minnesota communities together in public to solve their own policy problems is more valuable than 

ever. 

4. In an environment of increasing partisanship, in Minnesota as nationwide, the Citizens League is 

still trusted to establish free space for democratic debate.  

5. Public trust in the news media has eroded to such an extent that the press can no longer effectively 
hold the institutions of our public life accountable to the common good. In marked contrast, the 

Citizens League maintains a fundamental commitment to inclusive, citizen-led discussion of public 

policy in good faith. 

What I recommend 

1. Communicate by doing. Most of the League’s working communication happens in the real world, on 
paper documents or face to face. In an age of ceaseless virtual curation, the League’s 
communications keep Minnesotans in touch with a kind of “ground truth” that only physical 
presence can provide. Rather than designing, staffing and resourcing new communications 
channels, I recommend modest and iterative efforts to strengthen the communication League staff 
and members are already doing.  

2. Speak truth to power. When the Citizens League asks community leaders to come to the table to 
talk, they do. The League’s greatest strength may lie in a principled embrace of its own proximity to 
power. By commanding the respect and attention of the Minnesota elite, the League can amplify 
the voices that power needs to hear.  

3. Exercise moral authority. Many participants in this project suggested that the League can contribute 
to the media ecosystem not by creating content of its own but by vouching for the content of others. 
At a time of harrowing cynicism about our public institutions, simply identifying trustworthy 
information is a public service of immense power. Thanks to decades of exceptional integrity, the 
League has the unique authority to do this.  ■   
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REPORT 

 

Rationale: Thinking beyond the Voice 

This past December, the Citizens League asked me to help make a fundraising case for the Voice, the 
League’s quarterly magazine for members. The grant that had funded the magazine’s production had 
ended, and the members of the League, while supportive of the Voice in principle, were not eager to use their 
membership contributions to continue it.  

After some study, I recommended a deeper process of inquiry to guide the League’s future public 
communications. Pahoua, Sarah and Jacob agreed. We met in January and formulated two questions to ask: 

1. How can the Minnesota media ecosystem do a better job of engaging everyone in civil debate about 

public policy?  

2. How can the Citizens League use our own communications to help?  

Thinking through these questions, we believed, would allow the League to consider its own media presence 
in a more expansive way. They might choose to pursue the Voice in its existing form, with a clarified sense of 
purpose; they might create some other media vehicle or platform to meet newly identified community 
needs; or they might reconsider the place of public communication in the League’s mission in some even 
more far-reaching way.  

 

The interviews 

Citizens League staff arranged for me to interview 19 people between March 25 and April 26, 2019. I spoke 
with nine individually, then ten in two groups of five. We recruited these participants in three general 
categories: 

● 7 champions of the Voice, who had been involved in the magazine’s production, written for it, or 
used it in their own work.  

● 6 Citizens League leaders who weren’t directly involved with the Voice, but had a strong past or 
present relationship to the organization. 

● 6 Minnesota media experts with no formal connection to the League. 

In time-honored Citizens League fashion, the group was ideologically varied. It included leaders from 
strongly partisan organizations left and right, political actors from both major parties, and independents of 
varying stripes.  

 

Missing voices 

Beyond politics, however, there was less diversity.  

The nonprofit sector was overrepresented: one of my interviewees was a legislator, five came from the 
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corporate world, and the other 13 worked for (or had retired from) nonprofits of various kinds. Men 
outnumbered women three to two. I didn’t ask explicitly about other characteristics, but I’m pretty 
confident that the participants in the project were remarkably similar across many other demographic 
dimensions, too. I think I talked with only one person of color, and I might well have been the only queer 
person in the mix. The project included several people older than 60, but no one younger than 30; no one 
from rural Minnesota, and just one from an urban center beyond the Twin Cities metro; no one without a 
college degree; and no one outside the professional-managerial class.  

 

My point here isn’t to exhort the League League to listen to a broader range of voices: it already does. The 
core belief that good policy requires diverse and inclusive participation is the beating heart of the League’s 
work, and has been for decades. The Study Committee process, the Capitol Pathways program, and indeed 
the composition of the board and staff make this belief manifest. In fact, the lack of diversity among 
participants in this project is remarkable because it seems so uncharacteristic for an organization that has 
endured for decades by insisting on “bringing diverse perspectives together to find common ground.”  

My December recommendations observed that, departing from long-standing and principled Citizens 
League practice, the Voice did not originate “as an answer to problems articulated by ‘citizen stakeholders.’” 
I suggested then that the League should “listen to people who have unmet needs the magazine could meet,” 
and suggested recruiting participants from beyond the League’s usual membership. But, tellingly, I didn’t 
come up with more than a handful of such people myself, and League staff didn’t go far afield to recruit.  

In the end, this report about the Minnesota media landscape largely reflects the views of prosperous, well 
educated older white people, mostly men, from the Twin Cities metro. 

These unintentional demographic imbalances, I think, betray a broader social bias about whose opinions 
count in Minnesota, when it comes to conversations like these. Several people I talked to suggested as 
much. “It’s hard to tell elite Minnesota institutions apart,” one interviewee said bluntly. “There are very few 

exceptions to the narrative, very little looking up and poking around.”  

The homogeneity of the participants in this project is worth careful thought, because all my interviewees — 
every last one — explicitly identified the disparities, inequities and divides they observe in the Minnesota 
media ecosystem as profound social problems, incompatible with the League’s ideal of citizen leadership 
and informed debate. I may not have heard from rural Minnesotans, people of color, immigrants and 
refugees, queer folk, or people without much money or education — but I heard a lot about these missing 
voices. Here’s some of what participants said: 

● “Minnesotaness” is really alienating to a lot of Minnesotans. … We’re not confronting power by insisting on 

communicating in a way we code as civility. … When you make yourself “credible,” are you making 

yourself representative of people who are already plugged in, or credentialed, or credible? — nonprofit 
executive  

● I wonder: When we think about who the “we” is — what we mean by “Minnnesotans” — is that changing? 

Not only because of social media, but because people want to have a voice and want to see themselves in 
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it? — scholar of public policy 

● What I’ve observed and talked about from a policy standpoint is that, in Minnesota, our elite institutions 

have aligned … and for the most part drive the narrative. … There’s not a lot of diversity of thought in our 

media outlets. — nonprofit executive 

● Our media challenge is, thinly populated versus densely populated areas. They’re so different in so many 

ways, but at a public policy level, the relevance spectrum is really broad. … There are structural 

impediments to media that even want to create a diversity of thought. — media executive 

● Rural areas have more access to more information than ever before, but it’s less and less relevant to the 

things that affect their local communities. — journalist 

● Somebody’s got to be inquisitive to open our eyes to the diversity of things in the world; we don’t know what 

we don’t know. That’s another problem of living by the algorithm — you don’t serendipitously stumble upon 

things, the way you would with a print newspaper. — nonprofit board chair 

● When you create community-specific places to have discussions, not only are you not hearing new ideas, 

you’re actually reinforcing bias.— nonprofit executive 

I’ll return to these questions of diversity and inclusion in my recommendations. For now, I want to suggest 
two things. First, as participants observed frequently, the most powerful voices in the Minnesota media 
ecosystem really are troublingly homogeneous. Second, I want to note that, when the Citizens League asks 
these powerful voices to come to the table to talk, they do.  
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Answers to our big questions 

The participants in this project were very generous with their time and conversation. My notes from the 
interviews run to nearly 30,000 words, and I think Citizens League staff will find useful insights on every 
page. This report is my attempt to synthesize those insights to help the League make thoughtful decisions. 

These interviews set out to think through two big questions; here are the answers I heard. 

1. How can the Minnesota media ecosystem do a better job of engaging everyone in civil debate about 

public policy?  

It can’t. Many Americans no longer trust the news media to convene broad-based conversations 
about public policy. While many in Minnesota still trust and value our own media outlets 
(particularly MPR), polarizing national debates increasingly crowd out coverage of state and local 
policy. Social media, by their nature, profit from sharpening reasonable differences of opinion into 
partisan hatred, in Minnesota as everywhere else. 

○ Fact-based media has been so eroded that “fact-based” no longer means anything. — media 
executive 

○ If you have an assumption that the convener or the aggregator already has a slant, then you 

question whether there’s an interest in getting diverse views in the first place. — business executive 

○ It’s getting harder to differentiate between actual reporting and gossip and hearsay and punditry. 

I’m not surprised that people’s faith in [media] institutions should be eroding. … We have a public 

now that doesn’t believe that anyone can fairly moderate anything. — journalist 

○ Convening diverse groups is difficult, and therefore the media is just like everybody else right now. 

… The vast majority of the public in Minnesota does not relate to the media in Minnesota … they 

don’t relate to the people creating it. — journalist 

○ [There are] voices that are shaping news in bad faith. … It’s made me much more cynical about 

how much more manipulative and intentionally nefarious some voices are that we consider partisan 

but otherwise good-faith actors. — nonprofit executive 

The structural forces that have polarized public 

discourse are generational in scale and national 

in scope, and no media vehicle can effectively 

counter them. Minnesota media cannot solve 
the problems of American society.  

2. How can the Citizens League use our own 

communications to help?  

The Citizens League can be most helpful by 
doing what it has always done: convening 
diverse communities of Minnesotans to learn 
about the problems that concern them most, 
debate potential solutions in good faith, and 
make practical recommendations for 
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policymakers to consider.  

This work goes on in mediums so familiar that “media,” as we use the word today, seems 
misapplied: long in-person meetings, respectfully moderated debates, carefully edited reports and 
practical policy recommendations.  

○ I don’t think that Citizens League is a storytelling organization; they would be well served by 

seeking partnerships with storytelling organizations. — media consulting executive 

○ One thing the Citizens League can do, potentially, is to say: Here’s how you can take action as a 

citizen. — media editor 

○ If Citizens League has a brand and a role, it may be as this sort of “Intel Inside” sticker: If the 

Citizens League is attached to [an event or publication, they would guarantee that] any participant 

is conforming to this standard of objectivity, because the Citizens League has standards. … I would 

trust a debate or an event if I knew that the Citizens League was inside it. — media executive 

○ I also see an opportunity for the Citizens League to … point me to sources I trust. — journalist 

○ I wouldn’t think the Citizens League was a content creator — I’d think that they’re a curator, that 

they validate and sort and point and give me that trust overlay and save me time. — media 
executive 

In short: The vitality and value of the Citizens League derives not from communicating about its work, 

but from doing it. The best way for the League to be heard isn’t to open new channels of 
communication, but to strengthen and clarify the messages it already produces. 

 

Media and the League’s values 

To explain these large-scale answers, I want to put what I heard from my interviews into the context of the 
League’s stated values, as they’re articulated in the March 2018 handbook for Study Committees. 

 

1. Citizen leadership. “We believe in human capacity: That citizens have the power and are 

capable of developing an in-depth understanding of sophisticated policy problems.” 

I asked my interviewees if there were any specific “kinds of media Minnesota needs, but doesn’t 
have.” Some people offered suggestions — podcasts on local issues, for instance, or Instagram 
stories — but most responded by questioning my premise. Participants expressed great confidence 
that Minnesotans are already producing the media they need. This response surprised me, but it 
harmonized clearly with this first principle of the League’s work, an optimism about the capacity 
of citizens to solve their own problems.  

● “Need” is what I’m tripping over. I believe in the wisdom of the consumer … [Any] market need, 

people would naturally fill. — media executive 

● I can’t say what [new media vehicle is] needed because I don’t need it. If it’s needed, somebody’s 
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out there making it right now. — nonprofit executive 

If there’s a kind of media vehicle Minnesota needs, participants believed, Minnesotans are already 
creating it. Consequently, there is no clear need in the Minnesota media landscape for the Citizens 

League to meet.  

 

2. Informed, reasoned analysis. “We believe in democracy and good governance. Information 

and reasoned analysis should be brought to bear on public problems.” 

There was a strong consensus that informed, reasoned analysis of public policy is much more 
difficult today than it has been in the past. The proliferation of new media, and the resulting 
economic collapse of traditional journalism, has resulted in unprecedented competition for 
audiences’ time and attention. As a result, participants told me, the emotional intensity of 
polarizing hot takes and clickbait has crowded out much thoughtful consideration of information 
from a variety of perspectives — even (or especially) concerning the local policy questions that 
influence our daily lives the most. Policy challenges that don’t lend themselves to emotional 
intensity — like the looming crisis of public pensions, the aging of the public-sector workforce, or 
the decay of rural social and economic infrastructure — are often simply absent from the media 
altogether. 

On this point, participants were uniformly pessimistic — even though, as one media executive put 
it, “Minnesota news consumers are uncommonly civically engaged.”  

● It’s not as sexy to put four different takes on an issue next to each other. It’s much more exciting to 

have a point of view that could be seen as more partisan. … People are looking to make 

connections with people who think the way they do. — nonprofit executive  

● Our society tends to read short snippets of things from people they agree with. — 
government-affairs executive 

● The level of interest in public policy is narrow. It may be deep, but it’s narrow. [In] the kind of 

competitive environment that exists for people selling information these days, you just can’t sell 

things people don’t want. … How can you get anybody to cover this kind of policy stuff, which 

nobody is interested in? — education policy expert 

● Public policy, generally speaking, is … geared towards long-form communication. These are 

complex topics on many different dimensions — fiscal, administrative, practical, policy. … The 

policy communication I treasure … is certainly not served by what passes for policy information 

today, which is there to feed the political beasts. — tax policy expert 

● That’s the answer to the question, “Can [media organizations] convene productive conversations 

about public policy”? They have to be able to survive first. — public-relations executive 

● Our life is in tweets, and a headline … . Even the most engaged Minnesotans don’t get to go 

beyond a surface level. — legislator 

● Things that appeal to our sense of indignation, or other strong emotion, get spread; and whoever 

produced that has an incentive to keep doing that. Information that is thoughtful tends not to make 
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it past the algorithms. — nonprofit board chair 

● There’s not business models that support [thoughtful] content right now. — media consulting executive 

Considering these structural challenges to informed, reasoned policy analysis in the press and 
social networks, the two-year run of the Voice seems all the more remarkable — and all the more 
quixotic. The Citizens League is unlikely to encourage informed policy conversation through print, 

broadcast or social media. Other mediums of communication, including live events and long-form 
policy analysis, are more promising. 

 

3. Practical solutions from community engagement. “We believe in civic leadership and active 

citizenship. … When a Citizens League Study Committee succeeds, the result is a good idea that 

can make a positive difference.” 

Over the years, interviewees told me, the Citizens League has succeeded in convening genuinely 
inclusive conversations about public policy, powered by the people most affected by the challenges 
at hand. This approach has given rise to the exceptionally practical solutions to policy problems for 
which the League is known. Good policy through deliberate, participatory inclusion — the League’s 
bread and butter — was the idea that excited my interviewees the most. 

● The Citizens League does a really good job of getting the voices of the impacted communities 

presented into the dialogue. — political scientist 

● Democracy is local. … That is, of course, the area the Citizens League worked in: how do you 

identify the problems and move to recommendations and then to action? — education policy expert 

● Finding a solution where we can make some forward progress — that’s what the Citizens League 

brings. I think they also bring a huge variety of perspectives, including perspectives of people who 

are impacted by the problem they’re trying to solve. I think this is unique to the Citizens League. 

… Communities are working really hard to hear from people who haven’t traditionally been heard 

from[, and] the Citizens League brings a key skill about that as it relates to policy. — 
government-affairs executive 

● One value of the Citizens League is the ability to bring disparate groups together and identify 

commonalities. You might not get that consensus, but you can get people to at least understand 

different points of view. — legislator 

● People feel that they don’t have a voice or can’t get involved, so the people who do get involved 

are the people who have the most money, or power, or anger. [What distinguishes the Citizens 

League is] a belief that if more of us are involved in policy and civics in the state of Minnesota, then 

we’re going to have better outcomes for everybody. — nonprofit board chair 

As the news and social media become more fragmented and less capable of convening productive 
policy conversations, the Citizens League’s proven ability to bring Minnesota communities together in 

public to solve their own policy problems is more valuable than ever. 
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4. Free space. “We believe in good politics and political competence. Democracy depends on 

free spaces—places where citizens from all walks of life can come together for uninhibited 

discussion about public concerns.” 

Overwhelmingly, the people I talked to praised the League for its rock-ribbed commitment to 
nonpartisanship. Out of 19 interviewees, only one, an executive at an explicitly partisan nonprofit, 
questioned the League’s political neutrality — an exception that might prove the rule. And not one 
of my interviewees (not even that skeptical executive) could think of another Minnesota institution 
with a stronger reputation for principled neutrality. 

● [The League convenes] the efforts of the most influential thought and policy and business leaders to 

find common ground and common views based on shared Minnesota values. — legislator 

● The Citizens League is the nonpartisan gold standard for factual information. — public relations 
executive 

● What makes the Citizens League unique is that they can be the vehicle for having a minimum-wage 

debate in the City of Saint Paul[, for example]. I can’t think of another organization that is 

positioned to do something like that. The neutrality of the venue they offer — that’s incredibly 

important. That’s incredibly valuable. — tax policy expert 

● It’s rare to find good, nonpartisan work that’s not through a specific issue lens. — nonprofit executive 

● I don’t know how many times I’ve heard, “Why can’t we have unbiased media? Why can’t we have 

good conversations?” And the Citizens League provides that! But people don’t know it. — journalist  

● The thing that always distinguished the Citizens League … is its unnatural respect for facts; its thirst 

for evidence; and its quest for sensible solutions that made enough sense that people wanted to 

adopt them, to turn them into laws. People found great difficulty resisting answers the League 

gave, even if their politics ran the other direction. — media editor 

While the news and social media attract ever more partisan audiences, in Minnesota as 
nationwide, the Citizens League is still trusted to establish free space for democratic debate. 

 

5. Responsible citizenship. “We believe in institutional accountability. … The obligation of 

citizenship and the imagination to understand how individual decisions impact the common good 

… sustain democracy as a just system of governance.” 

Many of my interviewees argued that public trust in the news media has eroded to such an extent 
that the press can no longer effectively hold the institutions of our public life accountable to the 
common good.  

In marked contrast, the League takes “the obligation of citizenship” very seriously, and begins with 
the assumption that Minnesotans do too. “When we used to have meetings, we didn’t even have 

coffee,” one former League director recalled. “People came and sat on hard chairs for two hours and 

talked about serious topics.” Even if there’s coffee these days (and I hope there is), the fundamental 
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good faith and seriousness of the League’s work endures. 

● [The League is an] “institutional nag” about policy and civil dialogue. — journalist 

● If the Citizens League is attached to [something], any participant has a standard of objectivity, 

because the Citizens League has standards. … I would trust a debate or an event if I knew that the 

Citizens League was inside it. … Nobody has better head-space than the Citizens League: valuable 

space, trusted space, wonky space. It’s not an emotional space. — media executive 

● If I could go to [the Citizens League] and they’d tell me where to go for good, bipartisan views, no 

spin, the people who aren’t bomb-throwers … they don’t have to be synthesizers. — corporate 
executive 

● I wouldn’t think the Citizens League was a content creator — I’d think that they’re a curator, that 

they validate and sort and point and give me that trust overlay. — media executive 

In a world of bleak suspicion, the Citizens League maintains a fundamental commitment to inclusive, 

citizen-led discussion of public policy in good faith. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Citizens League was founded in 1952, the year the Today Show premiered on NBC and a computer 
correctly called the presidential election for Eisenhower. The League has always inhabited a world of intense 
media saturation and startling technological interventions in political life, ever since its founding. Ever 
since, media and technology have been putting reliably unprecedented pressure on the institutions of 
participatory democracy. All the while, the League has responded to these pressures by providing space 
and structure for citizens to come together, in public, to solve public problems for the public good. 

Many of the people I interviewed for this project have been involved with the Citizens League for decades. 
Their sense of the organization’s historical strengths inform the recommendations I’m making here.  

1. Communicate by doing.  

The Voice was instance or a model of the League’s 
approach to policy debate, and a means of publicizing 
the League’s work to members and other interested 
parties. It was a communications channel, like the 
League’s social-media pages and email blasts. But these 
channels aren’t the only ways the League 
communicates.  

In fact, the Citizens League communicates all the time, 
simply because its mission requires constant 
communication. The organization assembles sound 
factual information, convenes and moderates 
thoughtful in-person conversations, and writes up 
what citizens decide in practical recommendations for 
policymakers. Every part of this work is communication 
— aggregating facts, inviting people to talk with each 
other, and reporting on what they decide.  

Crucially, most of the League’s working communication 
happens in the real world, in rooms where people meet 
face to face, or in paper documents (right) that get 
stapled and highlighted. In an age of ceaseless virtual 
curation, the League’s communications keep citizens in touch with a kind of “ground truth” that 
only physical presence can provide.  

Rather than designing, staffing and resourcing new communications channels, I recommend 
modest and iterative efforts to strengthen the communication League staff and members are 
already doing.   

2. Speak truth to power. 

The homogeneity of the participants in this project suggest an opportunity for deep strategic 
thought. Let me be clear: my recommendation is not that the League should just seek out more 

 
Minnesota media project: report and recommendations for Citizens League 13 



 

diverse voices, since inclusion is the operating principle of everything the League does:  

Our approach to problem solving starts with a non-partisan look at the facts; involves people and 

communities directly affected by the problem; and makes sure diverse backgrounds, parties and 

ideologies are at the table. Over several decades, this proven method makes Minnesota a better 

place to live and work for everyone.  

With this bedrock commitment in mind, I want to suggest that this media project can help the 
League think more intentionally about its own relationship to the power relations at work in the 
Minnesota we actually inhabit. Whether or not we like it, the power behind the “Minnesota media 
ecosystem” looks very much like the 19 people we convened for this project: a group of mostly 
white, largely male, well credentialed and uniformly prosperous professionals from the Twin Cities 
metro. And perhaps those were exactly the right voices for the League to hear.  

In its own civil and respectful way, the Citizens League speaks truth to power. The time-honored 
Study Committee process is a powerful means of getting to the truth of pragmatic policy solutions 
to real-life problems. But how effectively does the League speak that truth to power, in a language 
power can understand and act on?  

● From my armchair perspective, I don’t know what conversations the Citizens League [is] really 

moving. … When I think of a statewide conversation, if the Citizens League is leading, who’s 

following? Are they setting the agenda for the media? For the folks at the Capitol? — media editor 

The League’s greatest strength may lie in a principled embrace of its own proximity to power. By 
commanding the respect and attention of the Minnesota elite, the League can amplify the voices 
that power needs to hear.  

● The value is bringing forward the voice of the citizen to an audience that’s not hearing it — which 

doesn’t mean that the audience is the citizen. — media executive 

● There’s a real opportunity for the Citizens League to … be experts at sussing out what the citizens, 

the population, the totality of the state, is thinking and feeling … in a way that is extremely 

intentional about surfacing all the voices, not just those who are already in our [media] 

audiences. … The Citizens League is the ultimate lobbying group for the population. — media 
editor 

3. Exercise moral authority. 

If Minnesotans know only one thing about the Citizens League, it’s that the League is a 
non-partisan civic organization. (Sometimes, to the frustration of staff and board members, that’s 
the only thing people know about the League.) But in an age of corrosive tribalism, principled 
non-partisanship confers powerful moral authority.   

Many participants in this project suggested that the League can contribute to the media ecosystem 
not by creating content of its own but by vouching for the content of others. I heard this function 
described in various ways — a Good Housekeeping seal, an “Intel Inside” sticker, an imprimatur, a 
guarantee of intellectual safety. At a time of harrowing cynicism about our public institutions, from 
local news media to the highest levels of government, simply identifying trustworthy information is 
a public service of immense power. Thanks to decades of exceptional integrity, the League has the 
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unique authority to do this.  ■ 
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