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PREFACE

On November 29, 2001, fifty-three men and women from gov-
ernment, business, and nonprofit organizations gathered at

the Skirball Cultural Center in Los Angeles, California for the
Ninety-Ninth American Assembly entitled “Uniting America:
Collaborating to Make Democracy Work.” An additional five
participants joined the process for one day by teleconference. The
participants worked together over a period of three days to
prepare this report on ways to encourage and enhance collabora-
tion among the three sectors in American public life. This was the
fifth in The American Assembly series entitled Uniting America:
Toward Common Purpose, which is designed to help reverse some
of the most difficult and divisive forces in our society.

This Assembly analyzed a series of profiles of collaboration in
order to suggest lessons for social entrepreneurs who are involved
in and/or considering ways to collaborate in solving community
and national problems. In addition, as with all American
Assemblies, this one offered concrete policy recommendations
based on the consensus developed from a wide spectrum of people
working together to help offer solutions to some of our country’s
most vexing problems.

John W. Gardner chairs this project. He is now Consulting
Professor, School of Education, Stanford University. The co-direc-
tors are Claire L. Gaudiani, President of the New London
Development Corporation, Senior Research Scholar, Yale Law
School, and former President of Connecticut College; William
George, Chair of the Board and recently retired CEO of
Medtronic, Inc.; and James Joseph, former U.S. Ambassador to
South Africa, President and CEO of the Council on Foundations
(1982–95), and currently Professor at the Sanford Institute of
Public Policy, Duke University. Additionally, this Assembly
benefited from the advice of an advisory committee that met in
October of 2000 and again in January of 2001, and whose names
are listed in Appendix A.

This Assembly explored the changing dynamics in the inter-
action between and among the business, government, and non-
profit sectors. Specifically, it examined how these increasingly
interdependent sectors can work together more effectively to
strengthen the fabric of our society. The focus of the examination
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was collaborations that have had an impact on the priority issues
that were the basis for the four previous Assembly projects in this
series: sustaining economic growth with greater opportunity, the
place of religion in public life, policies for strengthening American
families, and racial equality. We recognized that various different
kinds of collaborations among the three sectors have been under-
taken for many other purposes, including public policy collabora-
tions by The American Assembly and others. However, this
Assembly was limited to those collaborations that have an impact
on the four sets of issues considered in this series in order to
maximize our contribution to uniting America.

Participants attending the Assembly identified the most appro-
priate ways to enhance cross-sectoral cooperation that helps
reverse these divisive forces. This included naming best and
worst practices, as well as additional lessons, that were 
drawn from case studies and from their personal knowledge and
experience.

In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attack on
America, we believe this project became all the more urgent and
timely. The longstanding divisive forces in American society have
been temporarily obscured by a vulnerable sense of unity built
perhaps more on anger, fear and determination than on full
understanding of the forces at work. The new stresses we face,
including a declining economy and heightened tension from
actual and threatened terrorist attacks, will likely exacerbate
those forces if we don’t develop new and better approaches to
reverse them.

The sixth and final Assembly will leverage the work of the
entire Uniting America series by re-convening the Leadership
Advisory Group for its final meeting—a two-day Assembly in
March of 2002. After reviewing the recommendations made by
each of the previous Assemblies and taking into consideration the
changing national and international landscapes, the Leadership
Advisory Group will prepare and issue a comprehensive report of
the entire Uniting America series.

This final Assembly will serve as a springboard for the National
Dialogue, which will be based substantially on the Leadership
Advisory Group’s report. In designing our present National
Dialogue, we have built on President Eisenhower’s similar use of
The Assembly to create a national dialogue in 1960. This National
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Dialogue will provide a forum for individuals in hundreds, possi-
bly thousands, of communities to come together to discuss one or
all of the Uniting America issues. We will encourage participating
groups not only to identify the issues of greatest relevance to
their own locales, but also to develop an action plan with policy
recommendations to help better their community, thereby build-
ing a more uniting America. We are currently developing a
network of national organizations with local affiliates to serve as
the infrastructure for the network. To support and extend the
National Dialogue, we will make use of Internet-based technolo-
gies, including among others, an interactive website with
message boards, links to other relevant sites, and online polling.
We will also issue the Leadership Advisory Group report to
thousands of individuals and organizations via traditional
mailings, distribution of CD-ROMS, and by posting the down-
loadable file on our website.

The Uniting America series began with the June 1999
Assembly on economic growth and opportunity, held in Atlanta,
Georgia and was followed by the Assembly on religion in public
life, held in March 2000 at Arden House, the home of The
American Assembly in Harriman, New York. The third Assembly
focused on issues confronting American families and was held in
Kansas City, Missouri, September 2000. Racial equality, the
fourth Assembly, was held in April 2001, also at Arden House.

The American Assembly developed this series in close coopera-
tion with the leaders who form our Leadership Advisory Group,
and whose names are listed in Appendix B of this volume. This
group is co-chaired by three Assembly trustees: David Gergen,
JFK School of Government, Harvard University and The
NewsHour with Jim Lehrer; Karen Elliott House, President,
International, Dow Jones & Company, Inc., The Wall Street
Journal; and Donald F. McHenry, former Ambassador to the
United Nations and current University Research Professor at
Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service; and also
included Paul O’Neill, former Chair, ALCOA (on leave for govern-
ment service as Secretary of the Treasury.) 

The American Assembly gratefully acknowledges The Ford
Foundation, Walter and Elise Haas Foundation, The David and
Lucile Packard Foundation, and Rockefeller Brothers Fund,
whose generous support helped make this Assembly possible. Our
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appreciation is also expressed to those who have provided signif-
icant funding for the series in general and other specific Uniting
America Assemblies:

The Ford Foundation
The Goizueta Foundation
The Coca-Cola Company
Lilly Endowment, Inc.
The Henry Luce Foundation, Inc.
Hallmark Corporate Foundation
The McKnight Foundation
Surdna Foundation, Inc.
Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation
Charles Stewart Mott Foundation
The Rockefeller Foundation
Robert W. Woodruff Foundation, Inc.
Xerox Corporation, U.S.A.
Foundation for Child Development
The Hauser Foundation, Inc.
The Annie E. Casey Foundation
Bradley Currey, Jr.

The American Assembly takes no position on subjects that it
presents for public discussion. In addition, it should be noted that
the participants took part in this meeting as individuals and
spoke for themselves rather than for the organizations and insti-
tutions with which they are affiliated.

We would like to express special appreciation to the discussion
leaders, rapporteurs, and co-directors for their fine work in help-
ing to prepare the first draft of this report: Anita DeFrantz, Chris
Gates, Claire Gaudiani, William W. George, James A. Joseph,
Charles E.M. Kolb, Ellen McCulloch-Lovell, Carol Prendergast,
Bruce Sievers, Edson Spencer, and Harris Wofford.

Daniel A. Sharp
President & CEO 
The American Assembly
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FINAL REPORT 
of the

NINETY-NINTH AMERICAN ASSEMBLY

At the close of their discussions, the participants in the Ninety-
Ninth American Assembly, Uniting America: Collaborating to Make
Democracy Work, at the Skirball Cultural Center, Los Angeles,
California, November 29–December 2, 2001, reviewed as a group
the following statement. This statement represents general agree-
ment; however, no one was asked to sign it, nor did everyone agree
with all of it.

PREAMBLE: Building Community by Design

Since long before September 11, Americans have been inspired
by countless examples of how as a nation we are both healed

and bound together by our support for each other. Now more than
ever, the time is ripe to expand on the many areas of collabora-
tion that have brought people together in order to build the
social, human, natural, and economic capital of our nation for all
its citizens.

The psychiatrist and noted author Scott Peck has written that
we build community out of crisis and we build community by
accident, but we do not know
how to build community by
design. The problem with
building community out of
crisis, he contends, is that
once the crisis is over so is the
community.

This report addresses how we build community by design.

The Significance of Collaboration Among Sectors

This American Assembly report was created by more than fifty
representatives from three sectors of American democracy—
government, business, and nonprofit. It describes how some of
our country’s more complex problems can yield to comprehensive

This report addresses
how we build community
by design.



-6-

solutions when addressed by inclusive groups of people of good
will and competence. Both idealists and pragmatists, people from
each of the three sectors struggle together and teach each other
how to invent new ways to commit resources to old problems.
They persevere long enough to see real changes in people’s lives
and in the health of their communities.

The central message of this report is that through collabora-
tions among the three sectors creative solutions to intractable
problems are possible in our
society. Collaborations have
the power to deal with diffi-
cult issues while embodying
fairness because they include
voices otherwise excluded.
The increased effectiveness of
collaborations emerges from
their promotion of cooperation
rather than competition. As a result, communities are trans-
formed. Although this American Assembly project was begun long
before the terrorist attacks, the report should be of special inter-
est to all those who want to build upon the civic compassion 
so many Americans now feel as they work together for the
common good.

Profiles of Collaboration

The observations and recommendations presented in this
report emerge from an examination of profiles of collaboration
from across the country and from the participants’ own profes-
sional experience. The report specifically looks at:

• The Need for Collaborations Among Sectors

• Characteristics and Limits of Collaborations

• Encouraging and Enhancing Effective Collaborations

• How Collaborations Build Community

America has grown strong because each sector—government,
business, and nonprofit—has had leaders willing to reach beyond
the expectations of their specific sectors and invest in building for

...through collaborations
among the three sectors
creative solutions to
intractable problems are
possible in our society.
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the common good. Our history is replete with examples of how
collaboration among the three sectors has, from our earliest days,
contributed to our progress in establishing justice, providing
economic opportunity, and promoting the general welfare. In a
time of rapid change in America and the world, the need for
collaboration is especially critical. Einstein said, “The world we
have created today as a result of our thinking thus far has prob-
lems which cannot be solved by thinking the way we thought
when we created them.” Therefore, the best minds from each
sector must come together to share what they know and learn
from one another. Each sector has a role to play in building the
benefits of our democracy for all citizens. All evidence points to
the fact that collaboration not only maximizes impact, it also
offers the best hope for uniting America.

THE NEED FOR COLLABORATIONS AMONG SECTORS

In seeking to unite America and make democracy work in the
21st century, we need to face and solve entrenched and complex
problems. The list of our nation’s specific needs is long and daunt-
ing, and includes, among others, improving education, workforce
development, affordable housing, health care, family well-being,
child and elder care, environmental preservation, community and
cultural development and all the many aspects of urban and rural
poverty. While many enjoy a wealth of new opportunities, far too
many others are being left behind. These pressing human needs
call for urgent action and persistent long-term commitment.

Past experience suggests that working alone no single sector
can address these challenges effectively. The failings of the
government social safety net system offers clear current evidence
of this. Earlier in our history,
well meaning efforts by pri-
vate charity and by business,
each working alone, also
failed to create the progress
required by families living in
poverty.

How do we muster the necessary energy, effectiveness, and will
to tackle this agenda? We believe that government, business, and
nonprofits, working together with engaged citizens in every
community, have the power to design and build approaches for

...no single sector can
address these challenges
effectively.
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making dramatic progress on each of the nation’s most persistent
problems. The goals of our democracy require that we mobilize
our collective resources in this participatory way and commit to
the task.

In the devastated communities of New York City and
Washington, D.C. are examples of national and local resolve to
address the significant challenges using collaboration among the
three sectors. The
impacted areas
will be rebuilt and
renewed by the
leadership and
resources of city,
state, and federal
government, large
and small businesses and nonprofits, including educational, reli-
gious, and community organizations, as well as direct service
providers and charities—all working together with determina-
tion. These examples, forged in the fire of a terrible emergency,
are prompting America and its communities to develop a sense of
moral urgency about our neighbors’ human needs.

Such collaboration by government, business, and nonprofits
springs forth in every major disaster. It is a proven way to secure
the maximum resources of people, money, and contributions in
kind, not only for the immediate emergency, but for the recovery
of families and communities. The most pressing, continuing prob-
lems of the nation require no less.

Another reason collaboration is so often the best strategy is
that our worst problems are increasingly intertwined. Each of the
three sectors’ unique comparative advantages, when combined,

have the potential to
provide the needed com-
prehensive solutions.
Moreover, the nonprofit
and business sectors are
now expected to play
larger roles in collabora-
tions.

The models we use for measuring failure and success are also
changing. There is growing recognition that human and natural,

In the devastated communities of
New York City and Washington,
D.C. are examples...forged in the
fire of a terrible emergency...

Another reason collaboration
is so often the best strategy
is that our worst problems
are increasingly intertwined.
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as well as economic, capital are part of a new conceptual frame-
work. We need measures of progress that not only count the pace
of economic activity, but also measure whether people are actual-
ly better off. We also need new approaches for achieving socially
and environmentally sustainable development. Such efforts
would uniquely benefit from creative, cross-sector collaborations.

We have examined the growing body of knowledge on collabo-
rations to determine what has worked and what has failed. We
have observed the growing experience of collaborations and find
that in our democracy, citizens are responsible for civic
progress—at the polls where they choose the government, in the
great arena of educational, religious, and charitable organiza-
tions, and at the places where they work. Additionally, we have
concluded that leaders of nonprofits, government, and business
organizations need to understand more fully the great power of
collaboration and to use it effectively. Most problems demand
leadership from local communities. A national problem, however,
calls for national leadership, whether from the “bully pulpit” of
the White House or from the CEOs of the business and nonprofit
sectors. Ultimately it is the responsibility of government to guar-
antee that no communities and no Americans are left behind. As
problem by problem, community by community, collaboration suc-
ceeds, we demonstrate that our democracy is indeed capable of
uniting the American people and making the blessings of liberty
a reality for all.

CHARACTERISTICS AND LIMITS OF COLLABORATIONS

If the importance of collaboration is clear, the means of accom-
plishing it are not always evident. Successful collaboration
requires hard work, resources, and commitment from all partici-
pants. The growing body of experience provides important lessons
about the factors leading to the success or failure of collaborative
enterprises. Successful collaborations exhibit a number of
common characteristics:

• They address demonstrated needs and concrete problems;

• They exhibit clear visions and tangible goals;

• The role played by each organization is well-defined;
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• Partners have shared values related to the problems, agree-
ment on approaches to solve them, and mutual respect and
trust for each other;

• They benefit from
strong leadership by
champions who stay
the course and part-
ners who anticipate
a long time horizon;

• All partners have
the potential to
derive clear benefits
from the engagement;

• They have core funding committed from funders willing to
take risks;

• They are comprised of partners who are close to the
problem;

• They genuinely involve community members; and

• The organizations involved act strategically to identify the
full range of essential stakeholders.

Challenges and Barriers

Collaborations, while a powerful problem-solving tool, often
face substantial challenges both to their work and to the very
process of developing cooperation. These challenges reflect a vari-
ety of built-in differences among the three sectors. Differences in
access to resources, measures of accountability, definitions of
success, and institutional cultures make the process of developing
collaborations among government, business, and the nonprofit
sectors both deeply complex and seriously challenging. Some of
these challenges include:

• Turf protection and mistrust;

• Organizations that overwhelm partners because of the
amount of resources available or the level of passion about
an issue;

Successful collaborations
exhibit a number of
common characteristics...All
partners have the potential
to derive clear benefits from
the engagement...
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• An excess of advocacy and a lack of true dialogue that
undermine the collaborative process;

• Finding ways for business to participate in collaborations
consistent with their focus on profits and competitiveness;

• Leaders who are leery of being lectured about their moral
responsibility;

• Blurred roles that lead to unclear lines of accountability;

• Organizations that believe participation in larger collabora-
tion dilutes their own efforts and resources;

• Government officials who may be reluctant to expose failed
efforts to the voters; and

• Fear by nonprofits of actions that might alienate individual
donors and other funders.

Limits to Collaboration

Collaborations can be extremely productive in many circum-
stances, but they are not always appropriate or likely to succeed.
Some issues may be best addressed by organizations from a
particular sector. Other issues may be tackled by individuals long
before they are recognized by existing organizations. Factors that
limit collaboration include the following:

• A critical lack of continuity from high turnover of both
business executives and political leadership;

• Unresponsive, inflexible, and bureaucratic government that
can make it an ineffective partner;

• Constraints on small nonprofits, businesses, and municipal
governments because of a lack of time, personnel, and
funding;

• Distortion of nonprofits’ missions by their need to attain
measurable results;

• Disagreements based on fundamental values that are only
temporarily masked by collaborative approaches; and

• Difficulty in starting or sustaining collaborative efforts
because of fragmentation and lack of credible leadership.
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Lessons Learned: How to Make Collaborations Work

Innovation is brought into the mainstream by identifying
cutting-edge practices, disseminating information about those
practices, and encouraging others to adapt them to their own
situations. It is critical to identify key lessons learned by those
engaged in the difficult work of collaboration. By learning from
both the successes and failures of the communities and organiza-
tions that have come before them, others will successfully be able
to employ collaboration.

Among the lessons we have learned are:

• Collaborations can begin as either top-down or bottom-up
efforts, but must engage the entire spectrum of stakeholders;

• Local and national
collaborations
require different
strategies and
approaches;

• Horizontal collabora-
tions, where partici-
pants have shared
power, often have better chances for success;

• It is essential to reach out to a new generation of corporate
leadership and engage them more effectively in community
life;

• Collaborations benefit by beginning with at least one
committed funder;

• Tangible goals, even when only incremental, help move
collaborations forward;

• Effective collaborative efforts should involve individuals
from the community in both the development and core 
work of the project; and

• Participants should enter into collaboration prepared for 
an appropriately long time horizon.

Collaborations can begin as
either top-down or bottom-
up efforts, but must engage
the entire spectrum of
stakeholders...
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ENCOURAGING AND ENHANCING 
EFFECTIVE COLLABORATION

Business, government, and nonprofits control extensive
resources—human, cultural and economic capital, and natural
assets. Together, they possess enormous power to improve and
transform the lives of all Americans. When collaborating to bring
their strengths together to bear on community needs, these part-
ners would enhance success by:

• Examining the reality of how change actually occurs;

• Investing in research to learn about why collaborations
succeed or fail; and 

• Sustaining work over the long term—both when progress
is slow and when results are being achieved.

Partners must examine their own policies and priorities to
change practices that discourage collaboration and to clear away
barriers. Partners must pass on what they learn from failures
and successes and create an ethos of collaboration among busi-
ness leaders and workers, nonprofit board members and employ-
ees, and elected officials and government staff.

Both the urgency of the nation’s problems and the existing
barriers to cooperation require some changes in each sector. With
more national dialogue, awareness, training, and research,
collaboration can be stimulated through creative incentives
provided by each of the three partners.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

This Assembly made recommendations for specific policies and
practices that will improve the chances that collaboration will be
effective.

Organizational power

All three sectors should work together to create new structures
and institutions as catalysts and brokers for collaborations—
providing information, resources, and guidance to groups consid-
ering such ventures. Intermediaries, like The Local Initiatives
Support Corporation (LISC) and the Enterprise Foundation,
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which stimulate local
development, are two
models for such struc-
tures. The following rec-
ommendations apply to
all the partners in a
collaboration.

Each should:

• Review guidelines, programs, applications and reporting
requirements to remove barriers to collaboration;

• Commission research and evaluation, and provide
recognition for model programs; and

• Reward collaboration and use it as a criterion for
organization performance.

Leadership and training

Leadership and training in effective collaboration are needed
for people engaged in all levels of business, government, and the
nonprofit world.

Each should:

• Dramatically increase the exposure of local, state, and
national leaders to each sector;

• Provide additional focus on, and funding for, training for
effective collaboration opportunities; and

• Create structures that develop genuine community
participation and broader civic engagement.

Research 

Each should:

• Develop and screen appropriate quality of life indicators to
define what constitutes a healthy community, including, but
not limited to, such factors as percentage of owner-occupied
housing units, percentage of low birth weight babies, teen
pregnancy rates, percentage of family dissolution, high
school drop-out rates, rates of joblessness and homelessness,
and use of cultural and historic resources by all segments of
community;

All three sectors should
work together to create new
structures and institutions
as catalysts and brokers for
collaborations...
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• Commission and use research on international and national
trends that affect problems being tackled by collaborations;

• Use research to enable collaborations to set goals and evalu-
ate progress more reliably, such as applying effective citizen-
engagement models and concepts of “human capital” to
community building; and

• Define assets of nonprofits so all partners know what the
nonprofits have to offer in collaborations (i.e., credibility,
‘brand name’, closeness to key constituencies) and can there-
fore play a more confident role.

Business

Businesses should examine the many ways their practices
affect their communities. Business leaders should also examine
the way business as a constituency affects broader national policy
debates.

Business executives should:

• Take the lead in engaging community issues through collab-
oration with leaders of the government and nonprofit
sectors;

• Ensure that a culture of collaboration and philanthropy is
reinforced by headquarters and local offices, for example, by
using community participation as a consideration in execu-
tive review and reward;

• Mentor rising executives in community leadership, and
support opportunities for them to interact with members of
the other sectors;

• Recognize the value of healthy communities to business
success, and the
role of multi-sector
collaborations in
developing healthy
communities; and

• Work through new
groups or existing
ones such as the
Committee for Eco-

Business executives should:
Take the lead in engaging
community issues through
collaboration with leaders of
the government and non-
profit sectors...
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nomic Development (CED) and The Conference Board to
become more effective advocates for the public interest in
national debates—as opposed to engaging in political issues
only where their firm or industry has a direct stake.

Nonprofits

Nonprofits should use their special credibility to convene
business, government, and nonprofit partners, including civic,
religious, and higher education institutions, to address commu-
nity causes.

• Colleges, universities, and
other cultural institutions
can and should incorpo-
rate civic engagements
throughout, and integral
to, every aspect of their
missions, management,
institutional practices,
and educational or cultur-
al experiences. A model can be found in the University of
Pennsylvania’s West Philadelphia Initiatives.

• In light of current discussions about the role of faith-based
institutions, we urge them to search for opportunities to
collaborate with other sectors, especially in ways that
promote reconciliation between conflicting groups and
through providing leadership for individual and social
change.

Foundations should:

• Increase support and long-term funding for collaborations;

• Consider increasing annual distributions to a higher level
than the minimum required by law, currently five percent of
assets; and

• Encourage emulation of other foundation programs such as
The Annie E. Casey Neighborhood Program, that provides
multi-year commitment to collaborative economic develop-
ment.

Nonprofits should use
their special credibility
to convene business,
government, and non-
profit partners...
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Government 

Governments should:

• Create and extend economic incentives, such as tax credits
and student loan forgiveness, to support collaborations that
address critical shortages of teachers, nurses, and healthcare
workers in rural and urban areas;

• Expand targeted tax credits and other incentives that
support collaborative ventures to increase affordable hous-
ing, child and elder care, historic preservation, inner city and
rural economic development, and energy conservation;

• Develop policy and legislative frameworks like the
Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) that enable new
collaborations and positively influence the public good;

• Assure that more federal grants flow directly to municipali-
ties instead of states to give local government the power to
make decisions in collaboration with other partners based on
need; and

• Mobilize federal Cabinet departments and independent
agencies (as is being done by the White House Office of Faith-
Based and Community Initiatives) to support the expanded
capacity of collaboration to meet the nation’s needs, by offer-
ing matching grants and other incentives.

CONCLUSION:
HOW COLLABORATIONS BUILD COMMUNITY

Early in the 20th century, American citizens reshaped institu-
tions in our society that have contributed to the economic and
social progress from which we continue to benefit today. During
that Progressive Era, collaborations like Community Chest
(United Way), American Red Cross, Girl Scouts and Boy Scouts,
and community and family foundations, created new “habits of
the heart” for the American people to improve our society and our
democracy. Similarly, we owe future generations the innovative
reshaping of our contemporary institutions to address today’s
challenges. The collaboration methods called for in this report
represent important means of advancing our communities and
our country.
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As a cautionary note, we believe it is essential that the lan-
guage of this affirmative vision not be permitted to mask the real-
ities of fundamental inequities that exist today in our society. As
participants in these collaborations progress toward their com-
mon goals, they must keep in mind the tension between their
noble visions and the realities faced every day by our least-privi-
leged citizens.

Rather than viewing new kinds of collaborations simply as
ways of solving problems,
we should see them as ways
of creating social capital
and a more participatory
democracy which include
healthy local communities
and ongoing dialogues
among all sectors and citi-
zens. We advocate a holistic
approach that advances
racial equality, respect for
religious differences, healthy families and children, educational
opportunities, and economic self-sufficiency for all. We are pas-
sionate in our belief that collaborations are the best vehicle to
accomplish this kind of comprehensive change. Working together
to solve intractable problems in our society, we are convinced that
there is value per se in joint efforts across sectors to achieve
healthy communities and in practicing democracy rather than
just living in one. Collaborative efforts will build community by
enhancing civic engagement and increasing citizen participation.

We have learned through our experiences that when neighbors
help neighbors, and even when strangers help strangers, both
those who help and those who are helped are transformed. We call
upon the leaders in the government, business and non-profit
sectors to rise above their institutional self-interests to work
actively together to meet the nation’s needs and transform the
laissez-faire notion of “live and let live” into the civic imperative
of “live and help live.”

This is the way we build community by design.

* * * *

Rather than viewing new
kinds of collaborations
simply as ways of solving
problems, we should see
them as ways of creating
social capital and a more
participatory democracy...
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

UNITING AMERICA: TOWARD COMMON PURPOSE
a public policy project of

THE AMERICAN ASSEMBLY

Introduction
Americans are coping with economic uncertainty and security chal-
lenges unlike any we have faced in decades. Our country stands united,
but some of that unity is built on shock, fear, and anger—the very
elements that so easily divided us in the past. The underlying issues that
have previously compromised our social fabric, such as racism and eco-
nomic disparity, have not vanished and will likely be exacerbated by the
new stresses we face. Because of the unity we feel, however temporary,
now may be the time to reconsider the forces that have created inequal-
ities, apathy, and alienation. At a point when patriotism is so richly
elevated, we need to ask how we can sustain the spirit of community,
both now and when the intensity of our current crisis has diminished.
More than ever, it is essential that we reinforce and redefine our shared
values, prevent further divisions among us, and build on our common
ground—precisely what our Uniting America series seeks to accomplish.

The American Assembly, a nonpartisan forum founded by Dwight D.
Eisenhower and affiliated with Columbia University, is convening a
series of six consensus-building Assemblies entitled Uniting America,
where key policy makers, academicians, national leaders, and communi-
ty experts, among others, gather to discuss crucial issues facing America
today. Sixty to seventy participants meet in small discussion groups for
four days to produce an immediate and broadly disseminated consensus
statement that specifies concrete policy recommendations, and
commitments to action by key players. The Assemblies in this series also
serve as a model of creative public dialogue through which to define
common purpose in American public life. Several crosscutting themes
run through all of the Assemblies: education, media, leadership,
technology, and values.

Uniting America Goals
• To help reverse the splintering of our society into closed and alienated

communities
• To catalyze a national dialogue on the most critical and divisive issues

facing our country today
• To identify and develop effective forms of collaboration among the

public, private, and nonprofit sectors
• To develop a replicable model of deliberation around these pressing

and sensitive public issues
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Uniting America Topics

Economic growth, opportunity, and equality
June 10–13, 1999, Atlanta, GA

Religion in American public life
March 23–26, 2000, Arden House, Harriman, NY

Strengthening American families
September 21–24, 2000, Kansas City, MO

Racial equality
April 19–22, 2001, Arden House, Harriman, NY

Enhancing collaboration between the three sectors
November 29–December 2, 2001, Los Angeles, CA

Final Assembly of Leadership Advisory Group
March 1–2, 2002, Arden House, Harriman, NY

Uniting America Co-chairs

David R. Gergen The Newshour with Jim Lehrer; Professor,
John F. Kennedy School of Government,
Harvard University; Trustee, The American
Assembly 

Karen Elliott House President, International,
Dow Jones & Company, Inc., WSJ
Trustee, The American Assembly

Donald McHenry Distinguished Professor of Diplomacy,
Georgetown University; Trustee,
The American Assembly 

Paul O’Neill (On leave for government service as
Secretary of Treasury); former Chairman,
ALCOA 

Uniting America is one of The American Assembly’s most ambitious and
important projects. Our unique deliberation model is ideally suited to
identifying consensus on the most divisive issues of our day. The
Assemblies also begin the process by which this consensus is translated
into a set of concrete policy alternatives for consideration and action by
leaders in all sectors of American society.
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Stanford University; Senior Fellow,
Hoover Institution

Bill Bradley Former United States Senator (NJ)
Joan Brown Campbell Director of Religion, Chautauqua Institution;

former General Secretary, National Council 
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Henry G. Cisneros Chairman and CEO, American CityVista
John F. Cooke President, Declaration of Independence, Inc.;

Chief Executive Officer, ACT III
Lee Cullum Columnist, Dallas Morning News
Mario Cuomo Former Governor of New York
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Peggy Dulany Chair, The Synergos Institute
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ABOUT THE AMERICAN ASSEMBLY

The American Assembly was established by Dwight D. Eisenhower at
Columbia University in 1950. It holds nonpartisan meetings and pub-
lishes authoritative books to illuminate issues of United States policy.

An affiliate of Columbia, The Assembly is a national, educational
institution incorporated in the State of New York.

The Assembly seeks to provide information, stimulate discussion, and
evoke independent conclusions on matters of vital public interest.

American Assembly Sessions
At least two national programs are initiated each year. Authorities are

retained to write background papers presenting essential data and
defining the main issues of each subject.

A group of men and women representing a broad range of experience,
competence, and American leadership meet for several days to discuss
the Assembly topic and consider alternatives for national policy.

All Assemblies follow the same procedure. The background papers are
sent to participants in advance of the Assembly. The Assembly meets in
small groups for four lengthy periods. All groups use the same agenda.
At the close of these informal sessions participants adopt in plenary 
session a final report of findings and recommendations.

Regional, state, and local Assemblies are held following the national
session at Arden House. Assemblies have also been held in England,
Switzerland, Malaysia, Canada, the Caribbean, South America, Central
America, the Philippines, China and Taiwan. Over one hundred sixty
institutions have cosponsored one or more Assemblies.

Arden House
The home of The American Assembly and the scene of the national

sessions is Arden House, which was given to Columbia University in
1950 by W. Averell Harriman. E. Roland Harriman joined his brother in
contributing toward adaptation of the property for conference purposes.
The buildings and surrounding land, known as the Harriman Campus of
Columbia University, are fifty miles north of New York City.

Arden House is a distinguished conference center. It is self-supporting
and operates throughout the year for use by organizations with educa-
tional objectives. The American Assembly is a tenant of this Columbia
University facility only during Assembly sessions.
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