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Executive Summary

The Challenge
As the United States looks toward its next 250 years,  
the gap between democratic aspiration and democratic  
experience remains increasingly visible. While the 
foundational story of American democracy suggests 
that “the people are supposed to be in charge,” 
many people experience institutions as distant, 
unresponsive, and difficult to influence. Economic 
insecurity, concentrated power, institutional distrust, 
fragmented information environments, and declining 
opportunities for meaningful civic participation have 
weakened the conditions under which democratic 
self-governance can thrive.

Across interviews with leaders in democracy reform, 
economic policy, care, narrative strategy, and 
movement building, a consistent theme emerged:  
the challenge is not only whether people believe in  
democracy, but whether the conditions exist for people  
to exercise meaningful collective agency. Building a 
more interdependent society therefore requires more 
than renewed commitment to democratic ideals. 
It requires strengthening the narrative, structural, 
and practical conditions that enable people to act 
together in pursuit of shared goals.

This paper argues that independence alone is 
insufficient as a guiding framework for the next era  
of American democracy. The challenges of the 21st  
century require a greater capacity for interdependence:  
the ability to work across difference, share responsibility,  
exercise collective agency, and sustain participation in 
systems that affect us all.

What This Research Explored
This paper draws on interviews with leaders working  
in democracy reform, economic justice, care, 
narrative strategy, movement building, and related 
fields, alongside lessons from Chile’s recent 
constitutional process.

Despite working in different sectors, interviewees 
described remarkably similar challenges:

 �chronic urgency and crisis response

 �fragmented institutions and issue silos

 �under-resourced collaboration

 �declining trust

 �limited opportunities for meaningful  
democratic participation

At the same time, they also described moments when 
collaboration across difference succeeded. These 
moments consistently shared common conditions:

 �trust

 �shared purpose

 �resourced coordination

 �meaningful participation

 �narrative alignment

The question is not whether solidarity  
is possible. It is what conditions  

make it more likely.
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Core Finding: Interdependence Is a Capacity
A central finding of this paper is that interdependence 
is not only a value or aspiration. It is also a capacity 
that must be developed and sustained.

That capacity depends on alignment across  
three dimensions:

Narrative
The stories people use to understand themselves, 
one another, and what is possible.

Key shifts include:

 �Independence  Interdependence

 �Scarcity  Shared Abundance

 �Fragmentation  An Inclusive “We”

 �Cynicism  Collective Agency

 �Extraction  Care

 �Expression  Democratic Practice

 �Short-Term Reaction  Long-Term Vision

Structure
The systems and institutions that shape participation 
and shared wellbeing.

Key structural conditions include:

 �economic security

 �care infrastructure

 �responsive institutions

 �distributed power

 �healthy information ecosystems

 �support for collaboration

Practice
The skills and habits that allow people to work 
together effectively.

Key practice conditions include:

 �sharing power

 �navigating tension

 �building trust

 �democratic participation

 �facilitation and coordination

 �collective decision-making

 �mutual learning

No single dimension is sufficient on its own. Narrative 
without structure can create aspiration without 
material change. Structure without practice can create 
participation without collective capacity. Practice 
without supportive narratives and institutions can 
remain isolated and difficult to sustain.

Lessons from Chile
Chile’s constitutional process illustrates the limits of 
participation alone.

Despite high levels of engagement and inclusion,  
the process struggled to translate democratic energy 
into a broadly supported outcome. The experience 
highlights the importance of aligning narrative, structure,  
and practice. Participation alone does not automatically  
create the capacity for collective governance.

Democratic renewal requires more than access to 
decision-making. It requires the conditions that make 
collective decision-making effective.
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Implications
The findings suggest that many current efforts 
to strengthen democracy focus on individual 
components of the problem while underinvesting 
in the conditions that allow those components to 
reinforce one another.

Building a more interdependent future requires:

 �investing in civic and democratic capacity

 �supporting collaboration infrastructure

 �strengthening care systems and economic security

 �creating opportunities for democratic practice

 �cultivating narratives that connect individual 
experiences to collective outcomes

For philanthropy, this means moving beyond short-
term programmatic investments toward supporting 
the broader ecosystem conditions that make 
collective agency possible.

Conclusion
The central question facing the United States is 
not whether people will continue to face shared 
challenges. Economic, social, and ecological realities 
have already made interdependence unavoidable.
The question is whether we will build the narrative, 
structural, and practical conditions necessary to 
navigate that reality together.


