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Introduction
Progressive Policy Labs is a book about turning big, values-driven ideas into practical,
durable change. Across the United States, thousands of policy entrepreneurs—inside
city halls, state agencies, community organizations, and advocacy shops—are testing
new ways to expand freedom, security, and opportunity. Their experiments rarely
make national headlines, yet they are quietly reshaping the rules that govern work,
housing, health, education, and democracy itself. This book profiles those successes
and distills the methods behind them so that readers can design, test, and scale the
next generation of left-wing policy innovations.

Why focus on states and localities? Because that is where public problems show up
first and where the tools of government are closest to people’s lives. Subnational
governments control core levers—budgets, procurement, zoning, licensing, benefits
administration, and enforcement—that can be recombined to produce transformative
outcomes. These jurisdictions are also varied: what works in one place can be
adapted, improved, and translated elsewhere. The result is a nation-sized laboratory,
rich with comparative lessons for anyone committed to pragmatic reform.

The “policy lab” approach described here blends movement goals with rigorous craft.
It begins by clarifying the problem and the power landscape: who benefits, who bears
costs, who implements, and who can block progress. It then advances to solution
design that is co-created with affected communities, grounded in legal and
administrative realities, and costed with credible fiscal plans. Pilots are used not to
hedge ambition but to de-risk implementation, expose bottlenecks, and generate the
evidence and stories necessary to win durable support.

Evidence, in this book, is not a talisman but a tool. We emphasize fit-for-purpose
evaluation—ranging from randomized trials to quasi-experimental analyses and
implementation metrics—paired with continuous learning cycles. Equally important are
narrative and coalition strategies: policies succeed when they build constituencies and
identities around shared gains, when frontline workers can deliver reliably, and when
opponents’ arguments are anticipated and answered with respect and clarity.
Throughout, we foreground racial, economic, and geographic equity as both a moral
compass and a design constraint that improves overall performance.

Readers will also find a strong focus on the often-overlooked mechanics of delivery.
Bold statutes fail if programs are hard to access; elegant pilots stall if they cannot
survive procurement, staffing, or vendor lock-in. We therefore explore digital service
capabilities, enforcement models that actually deter violations, and administrative
workflows that reduce friction for the public while preserving integrity. The chapters
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translate these concerns into checklists, decision trees, and templates that busy
staffers and advocates can use tomorrow.

Although this is a book of methods, it is anchored in the real achievements of recent
years: guaranteed income demonstrations that stabilized families, community land
trusts that preserved affordability, labor standards that raised wages and improved
scheduling, harm-reduction strategies that saved lives, and climate jobs programs that
married decarbonization with dignified work. Each case study is presented not as a
trophy but as a blueprint—what was tried, what broke, how it was fixed, and what it
cost—so that you can adapt the lessons to your own context with eyes wide open.

Finally, Progressive Policy Labs is an invitation to join a broader learning network.
Policy change is cumulative; each jurisdiction’s victory creates precedents, data, and
skilled practitioners who can help the next place move faster. If you are a
councilmember drafting a bill, a budget analyst building a fiscal note, a union
organizer mapping leverage, a nonprofit leader coordinating services, or a resident
with lived expertise shaping solutions, this book is designed for you. Use it to launch
pilots that matter, to translate pilots into programs, and to stitch programs into a
governing agenda capable of meeting the scale of our challenges.
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CHAPTER ONE: Why States and Cities Are the New
Policy Labs
For decades, the conventional wisdom held that meaningful social and economic
change in the United States flowed primarily from Washington D.C. Major policy shifts,
whether the New Deal, the Great Society, or even the conservative revolution of the
1980s, seemed to emanate from the federal government, trickling down to the states
and localities. This perspective fostered a sense that local action was either
preparatory — setting the stage for national campaigns — or compensatory, merely
filling gaps left by federal inaction. While the allure of national impact remains potent,
the reality of policy innovation has quietly, but dramatically, shifted.

Today, the most dynamic and often the most impactful policy experiments are taking
root not in the marble halls of Congress, but in city councils, state legislatures, county
commissions, and specialized sub-state agencies. This isn't merely a matter of political
expediency, a retreat to localism in the face of federal gridlock, although that certainly
plays a role. Rather, it reflects a fundamental reordering of where ideas can be
generated, tested, and ultimately scaled into durable programs. States and cities have
become the frontline laboratories for progressive policy, offering unique advantages
that the national stage often cannot match.

One of the most compelling reasons for this shift is proximity. Public problems, in their
rawest and most urgent forms, manifest at the local level. A sudden spike in
homelessness, a failing public school, a polluted water supply, or a lack of affordable
childcare are not abstract policy debates in a state capital or Washington D.C.; they
are immediate crises impacting real people in specific neighborhoods. This proximity
fosters a different kind of urgency and a more direct relationship between
policymakers and those affected by their decisions. Local officials often live among the
people they serve, shop at the same grocery stores, and send their children to the
same schools. This shared experience can lead to a deeper understanding of the
nuances of a problem and a greater willingness to experiment with solutions.

Moreover, the scale of state and local governance offers a crucial advantage for
experimentation: manageable complexity. Crafting a national policy, even a seemingly
straightforward one, involves navigating an intricate web of competing interests,
regional variations, and bureaucratic inertia. A single federal bill can be hundreds, if
not thousands, of pages long, filled with compromises and carve-outs designed to
placate diverse constituencies. While state and local policy certainly has its own
complexities, the scope is generally more contained. A city council can pass an
ordinance, a county can launch a pilot program, or a state legislature can enact a new
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law with a relatively focused impact, allowing for more agile design, implementation,
and refinement.

The sheer diversity of legal, economic, and social landscapes across the United States
also makes states and cities fertile ground for policy innovation. What works in a
sprawling metropolis like New York City might be entirely inappropriate for a rural
county in Kansas. Conversely, a successful initiative in a mid-sized industrial city could
offer valuable lessons for similar communities elsewhere. This heterogeneity allows for
a kind of natural experimentation, where different approaches can be tried and tested
in various contexts. It’s a decentralized R&D department for progressive governance,
where successes can be observed, adapted, and replicated, while failures can be
learned from without bringing down an entire national program.

Consider the burgeoning movement around guaranteed income. While the idea has
been discussed at the national level for decades, actual implementation began with
local pilots. Cities like Stockton, California, under then-Mayor Michael Tubbs, launched
the Stockton Economic Empowerment Demonstration (SEED) in 2019, providing no-
strings-attached cash payments to a select group of residents. This wasn't a federal
mandate, but a locally driven initiative born from a desire to address poverty and
economic insecurity in a tangible way. The success of SEED, in turn, inspired dozens of
other cities and counties to explore similar programs, creating a network of learning
and adaptation that would have been impossible to orchestrate from Washington.

Similarly, the "Housing First" approach, which prioritizes providing immediate, stable
housing to people experiencing homelessness without preconditions, gained traction
at the local level long before it became a more widely accepted federal strategy. Cities
like Denver and Salt Lake City demonstrated that not only was Housing First more
humane, it was often more cost-effective than traditional approaches that cycled
individuals through shelters and emergency rooms. These local successes provided
the empirical evidence and practical blueprints that ultimately informed broader policy
shifts.

Beyond specific policy ideas, states and localities often possess more flexibility in their
administrative and regulatory structures. While federal agencies are bound by
extensive legislative mandates and layers of regulatory review, states and cities can
sometimes pivot more quickly. They can create new agencies, reallocate funds, or
streamline permitting processes with a speed that is rarely achievable at the national
level. This administrative agility is crucial for the "policy lab" approach, which
emphasizes iterative design, rapid prototyping, and continuous learning.

Furthermore, state and local governments are often more susceptible to grassroots
pressure and organized advocacy. A small, dedicated group of residents or advocates
can often have a more direct and immediate impact on a city council member or a
state legislator than they might on a member of Congress. This enables community-
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centered research and co-governance models, where those most affected by policy
decisions have a direct hand in shaping them – a principle that is central to the
progressive policy lab ethos. This direct feedback loop means that policies are more
likely to be designed with lived experience in mind, increasing their relevance and
effectiveness.

The financial landscape also plays a significant role. While federal budgets are vast,
they are also highly politicized and often constrained by national debt concerns and
partisan stalemates. States and cities, on the other hand, often have more diverse
revenue streams and a greater ability to experiment with local taxes, fees, and bond
measures to fund innovative programs. They can also leverage philanthropic
investments more effectively, using private funds to pilot programs that can then be
scaled with public dollars once their efficacy is proven.

Consider the challenges of climate change. While national legislation on climate has
faced significant hurdles, numerous states and cities have taken aggressive action.
California, for instance, has long been a leader in renewable energy mandates, vehicle
emissions standards, and energy efficiency programs. These state-level initiatives
have not only reduced emissions within California but have also driven technological
innovation and created market demand for green technologies, influencing national
and even international trends. Cities, too, are at the forefront, implementing public
power options, investing in transit equity, and transforming street safety to encourage
walking and biking.

It's also worth acknowledging the political realities. In an era of increasing partisan
polarization at the federal level, passing ambitious progressive legislation can be an
uphill battle. While states and cities are not immune to political divisions, the nature of
local elections and governance often allows for broader bipartisan coalitions on
specific issues, or at least a clearer path for a majority to enact its agenda. When
federal action stalls, the impetus to solve problems doesn't disappear; it simply shifts
to where action is still possible. This often means state and local governments become
the default arenas for addressing pressing social and economic challenges.

The concept of "laboratories of democracy," often attributed to Justice Louis Brandeis,
traditionally referred to states as testing grounds for novel social and economic
policies before they were adopted at the national level. While the federal government
still plays a vital role in setting national standards and providing resources, the
modern iteration of this idea places an even greater emphasis on the dynamism and
agency of state and local governments. They are not merely waiting for federal
directives; they are actively shaping the future of progressive policy.

However, this is not to say that operating at the state and local level is without its
challenges. Resource constraints can be significant, especially in smaller jurisdictions.
Local governments often lack the dedicated research staff, legal expertise, and
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financial resources available to federal agencies. There can also be a "race to the
bottom" phenomenon, where states or localities compete by lowering standards or
offering tax incentives that undermine social welfare. This is where the methodology
outlined in this book becomes critical: providing a framework and tools to navigate
these challenges effectively.

Furthermore, the very diversity that makes state and local policy innovative can also
make scaling difficult. A program that works perfectly in a wealthy, well-resourced city
might be impossible to implement in a struggling rural community without significant
adaptations. The art of the policy lab, then, is not just about designing a successful
pilot, but also understanding its specific context and identifying the core components
that are transferable versus those that are unique to its origin.

Ultimately, understanding why states and cities are the new policy labs is the
foundational step for any progressive policy entrepreneur. It means recognizing that
power is distributed, that innovation can emerge from unexpected places, and that the
path to durable, widespread change often begins closer to home. The chapters that
follow will delve into the practical strategies and tools necessary to harness this
potential, transforming local ambitions into replicable models for a more just and
equitable society.
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