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About High Road Strategy Center
The High Road Strategy Center partners with government and civic partners across 

the country to advance our high-road approach to development, which means 
using better democratic organization to realize growing prosperity, social fairness, 
environmental sustainability, and effective, accountable democratic government as 

needed complements in development, not as tragic tradeoffs. Through research, 
collaboration, and policy innovation, we help our partners deliver real, shared, and 

sustainable value for the people in their communities.

2ANNUAL REPORT 2025

https://ssti.us/
https://progov21.org/
https://gpal.wisc.edu/
https://mayorsinnovation.org/


TABLE OF CONTENTS

4 LETTER FROM THE DIRECTOR

5 TOP STORIES

11 THE CENTER IN NUMBERS

12 RECENT WORDS FROM OUR ALLIES

3ANNUAL REPORT 2025



4ANNUAL REPORT 2025

Dear friends and supporters,

This brief report on High Road Strategy Center activities last year contains a lot of positive news. 
Our State Smart Transportation Initiative (SSTI) completed and released its long-anticipated 
new edition of Innovative DOT. In a user-friendly way, this gives leadership and staff in state 
transportation departments (that’s the “DOT” in the name) all over the country the best guidance 
on the power they have: moving transportation projects, running transportation systems, and 
developing their own people to do both. Through SSTI’s peer networks, its state partners scored 
important success, be it Washington’s “shared street” safer and more people-centered street 
design, California’s conversion of the waste of increased driving into the good of more affordable 
housing, or Connecticut improving its DOT’s performance by finding ways to speed project 
delivery while staying accountable to the public. Our Mayors Innovation Project (MIP), regularly 
convening and working with hundreds of high-roading mayors and their staffs from around 
the country, can report innumerable breakthroughs on cleaner energy, safer streets, and more 
affordable housing and mobility in their communities. It also continued to promote the work 
of women mayors, now everywhere but rare when MIP started 20 years ago. Other High Road 
Strategy Center projects, like ProGov21 (Progressive Local Government for the 21st Century) 
and GPAL (Government Performance Action Lab)—whose names suggest their content—also 
registered major gains.

This news may surprise, given national politics in 2025. That year was dark and dangerous, 
unprecedented in our nearly 250-year history. Still and always, at the High Road Strategy Center, 
we have remained focused on pursuing progressive policy opportunities in cities and states, 
whatever is happening in Washington.

Courage!

Joel Rogers
Director, High Road Strategy 

LETTER FROM THE DIRECTOR
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TOP STORIES
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Under Pressure: How the Unique Challenges Faced by Women 
Mayors Undermine Democratic Governance

Mayors Kelly Girtz (Athens, GA) and Derek Slaughter 
(Williamsport, PA) pose for photo in Albuquerque’s Rail Yards.

Mayors Innovation Project released a 
landmark report on women’s leadership
In the fall, Mayors Innovation Project (MIP) released 
Under Pressure, a national report examining how 
gender helps shape the experience of serving 
as a mayor in the United States. The report grew 
directly out of years of engagement with women 
mayors, where patterns of differential treatment 
became visible despite little historical data 
documenting this experience. Drawing on surveys 
and in-depth interviews, the report finds that 
women experience higher levels of harassment, 
heightened scrutiny of competence, and persistent 
structural barriers to authority. These pressures 
create a double bind that drains time, energy, and 
personal well-being, while discouraging women 
from seeking or staying in office. 

The report pairs these findings with concrete 
recommendations, making clear that systemic 
change is essential to strengthening local 
democracy and ensuring communities benefit from 
the full range of capable leadership.

MIP convened mayors to meet the moment
MIP hosted two national in-person meetings this 
year, creating a trusted space for candid peer 
exchange on the most pressing challenges facing 
cities through its Winter and Summer Meetings. 
These convenings allowed mayors to test ideas, 
share real-time problem solving, and learn 
from peers facing similar political, fiscal, and 
community pressures.

The Winter Meeting in Washington, DC focused on 
advancing local wealth, welcoming and inclusive 
communities, flood resilience, and governance 
culture, with insights from national experts and 
fellow mayors.

The Summer Meeting in Albuquerque, NM marked 
MIP’s first gathering in the Southwest and 
explored mayor-led approaches to public safety, 
public rights, heat resilience, and homelessness, 
reinforcing the power of connection and shared 
learning across cities.
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https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://mayorsinnovation.org/under-pressure/?
https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://mayorsinnovation.org/meetings/winter-2025-meeting/
https://mayorsinnovation.org/meetings/summer-meeting-2025-albuquerque-nm/
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State Smart Transportation Initiative 
released Innovative DOT for  
transportation leaders
This year, the State Smart Transportation Initiative 
(SSTI) unveiled its latest Innovative DOT, a bold 
new framework to help state transportation 
agencies as they face unprecedented expectations 
and constraints. Drawing on more than a decade 
of original research and close collaboration with 
state DOTs, it offers concrete strategies focused 
on what agencies can actually control: how they 
plan, deliver projects, run their systems, and 
support their people. 

Innovative DOT grew out of SSTI’s role as a trusted 
partner to state DOTs, helping agencies navigate 
complex challenges where policy, practice, and 
politics intersect. The result is a flexible, clearly 
organized roadmap that helps agencies move 
beyond business-as-usual and make measurable 
progress toward systems that better serve 
communities and support long-term prosperity.

New cohorts supported city leaders on 
street safety and small business growth
Building on insights from prior cohorts and 
ongoing mayor engagement, MIP expanded its 
cohort-based work to address pedestrian safety 
and economic opportunity. Welcoming its third 
cohort of the Mayors Institute on Pedestrian 
Safety, MIP brought together twelve mayors from 
across the country to confront the ongoing rise 
in pedestrian fatalities and advance safe and 
accessible streets. Peer learning and expert 
support helped mayors rethink street design, 
improve data-driven decision-making, and better 
protect vulnerable residents.

In fall 2025, MIP launched its inaugural Regulatory 
Justice Initiative in partnership with Cities Work at 
the Institute for Justice. This cohort is supporting 6 
mayors and cities through June 2026 in removing 
outdated regulatory barriers and advancing 
policies to make it simpler, cheaper, and faster to 
start a small business.

7

Beth Osborne, President of Smart Growth America, delivers 
Complete Streets presentation during the Mayors Institute on 
Pedestrian Safety kickoff workshop in DC.

https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://ssti.us/innovative-dot/
https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://mayorsinnovation.org/our-work/mips/
https://mayorsinnovation.org/our-work/mips/
https://mayorsinnovation.org/our-work/regulatory-justice-initiative/
https://mayorsinnovation.org/our-work/regulatory-justice-initiative/
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What SSTI readers paid attention to
In 2025, SSTI published more than 25 original posts covering the latest transportation trends, emerging 
research, and state-led policy shifts across the country. These updates, featured in our biweekly newsletter, 
continued to be a go-to resource for policymakers looking to understand where transportation policy is 
headed and what’s working on the ground. This year, readers gravitated toward stories that highlighted state-
led innovation. Below were three of our most popular blogs from the year.

Federal Anti-Worker Policies Threaten 
Working Wisconsin
For nearly 30 years, our State of Working Wisconsin 
has provided a worker’s perspective on the 
economy and how Wisconsin workers are faring. 
The 2025 report arrived at a critical moment, 
documenting record-high wages and employment 
alongside persistent inequalities, slow job 
growth, and declining union coverage. This year’s 
report also highlighted the vital contributions of 
immigrant workers and provided an overview 
of how chaotic and anti-worker federal policies 
threaten workers’ opportunities.

We believe that this basic understanding of 
reliable and timely data is essential to building an 
economy that works for all working Wisconsinites. 
Our outreach included an op-ed, multiple 
interviews in statewide media sources, and 
presentations to community groups and unions. In 
this work, we seek to increase economic literacy 
and provide the people of the state a resource to 
understand the economic challenges workers are 
facing, to measure progress, and take steps to 
ensure more broadly shared prosperity.

Members of Milwaukee Area Service and Hospitality Workers 
Organization (MASH) and friends pose in front of WI capitol.

Washington became the first state 
to authorize shared streets, giving 
people walking and biking priority, 
slowing vehicle speeds, and removing 
jaywalking restrictions. The new law 
opens the door for safer, people-
centered street design and could serve 
as a model for states across  
the country.

A new California law allows 
transportation agencies to fund 
affordable housing as a way to 
mitigate increased driving from major 
road projects. The approach links 
transportation, climate, and housing 
goals while offering a new tool to 
reduce vehicle miles traveled.

Connecticut DOT reached a first-of-its-
kind agreement with federal agencies 
allowing the state to conduct its own 
historic preservation reviews, reducing 
delays for rail and transit projects. 
Built through years of coordination 
and added in-house expertise, the 
deal is expected to speed delivery, cut 
costs, and serve as a model for states 
seeking to streamline project approvals 
without weakening protections.

Washington State’s new shared 
streets law could set an example 

for pedestrian-friendly  
design nationwide

California will let agencies pay  
for housing to offset  

increased driving

Connecticut DOT secures deal to 
limit project delays after years  

of collaboration

https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://ssti.us/state-dots/
https://workingwi.org/
https://ssti.us/2025/06/10/washington-states-new-shared-streets-law-could-set-an-example-for-pedestrian-friendly-design-nationwide/
https://ssti.us/2025/06/10/washington-states-new-shared-streets-law-could-set-an-example-for-pedestrian-friendly-design-nationwide/
https://ssti.us/2025/06/10/washington-states-new-shared-streets-law-could-set-an-example-for-pedestrian-friendly-design-nationwide/
https://ssti.us/2025/06/10/washington-states-new-shared-streets-law-could-set-an-example-for-pedestrian-friendly-design-nationwide/
https://ssti.us/2025/07/28/california-will-let-agencies-pay-for-housing-to-offset-increased-driving/
https://ssti.us/2025/07/28/california-will-let-agencies-pay-for-housing-to-offset-increased-driving/
https://ssti.us/2025/07/28/california-will-let-agencies-pay-for-housing-to-offset-increased-driving/
https://ssti.us/2025/05/28/ctdot-secures-deal-to-limit-project-delays/
https://ssti.us/2025/05/28/ctdot-secures-deal-to-limit-project-delays/
https://ssti.us/2025/05/28/ctdot-secures-deal-to-limit-project-delays/
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Pedestrian Safety Cohort wins in action
Across current and past MIP cohorts, city leaders are turning shared learning into real-world impact. These 
examples showcase recent wins from current and past cohort members across the country.

Kansas City, MO (2024 Alumni)
In November 2025, Kansas City passed Mayor Quinton Lucas’s traffic safety ordinance prohibiting right 
turns on red when school zone speed limits are in effect. Allowing right turns on red lights forces drivers 
into crosswalks and makes streets more dangerous for people walking and biking. This ordinance is one of 
several changes Kansas City is making to make streets safer for pedestrians; other efforts include adding and 
widening sidewalks and improving bike infrastructure.

Lansing, MI (2025 Alumni)
This summer, Lansing broke ground on pedestrian refuge islands at a busy intersection. Pedestrian refuge 
islands are raised curbs that allow pedestrians a safe place to pause as they cross the street. The intersection 
Lansing is targeting was the site of 12 crashes involving pedestrians over the course of just four years.

Lima, OH (2025 Alumni)
During the Summer of 2025, the City of Lima, OH installed new accessible pedestrian signals to make 
crosswalks more accessible for visually impaired people. The new signals use an audible tone to let 
pedestrians know whether it is safe to cross the street or when to wait.

9

SSTI kept sustainability front and center 
As the federal transportation landscape 
shifted in 2025, state transportation leaders 
faced uncertainty around climate, safety, and 
multimodal priorities. In response, SSTI expanded 
its Sustainability Network to offer DOT staff a 
consistent space for peer learning, problem 
solving, and shared strategy. Meeting once 
or twice a month, participants connected with 
national experts and each other to navigate a fast-
changing federal environment, identify ways to 
do more with limited resources, and keep critical 
projects moving forward. 
 
Through the Network, members engaged in 
facilitated exercises on project prioritization, 
communications, and resilience, formed a working 
group to advance emissions analysis and tools, 
and built relationships through informal meetups 
at major conferences. As sustainability and active 
transportation efforts faced new headwinds, the 
Network helped state leaders stay connected and 
focused on delivering transportation systems that 
meet community needs.

ANNUAL REPORT 2025

SSTI Director Chris McCahill and other transportation leaders 
tour Hartford, Connecticut’s CTfastrak, one of the nation’s 
premier bus rapid transit systems.

https://ssti.us/sustainability-network/
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For more information, visit ProGov21.org.

ProGov21 deepened its policy guidance for 
local governments
ProGov21 also continued to expand its searchable 
library of progressive local policy solutions, 
offering cities practical guidance on policy design 
and communication. 

The platform grew to include more than 2,000 
policy and practice resources, increased 
automation of new material scanning, and 
expanded its policy roadmaps to cover 22 issue 
areas. These roadmaps explain the problems 
policies address, current approaches, and 
pathways for strengthening local action.

GPAL strengthened access to local 
performance insights
GPAL (Government Performance Action Lab) is 
a joint project of the High Road Strategy Center 
and Polco, in partnership with Stanford’s Hoover 
Institution. It is a web-based platform enabling 
any community in America, in real time and 
using the latest data from more than 300 trusted 
longitudinal datasets, to see how it is performing 
relative to others across 11 core measures of 
community livability and performance, including 
safety, economy, education and culture, health 
and wellness, mobility, housing and community 
design, natural environment, parks and recreation, 
utilities, community connection, and fiscal health. 

In 2025, alongside regular data updates, GPAL 
introduced a new fiscal health measure and 
expanded tools allowing communities to use its 
secure AI agent, “Polly.”

With Polly, governments of all sizes can now make data-
informed decisions easily and efficiently.Visit GPAL.wisc.edu  
for more.
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https://ssti.us/state-dots/
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https://progov21.org/
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THE CENTER IN NUMBERS
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subscribers across all 
platforms.17,829

engaged with our network across all programs.

100 cities and 17 states
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“The mission isn’t just supporting an industry or a profession, it’s about 
the outcomes of what that industry and that profession does. That is 

very powerful. I also love how SSTI is undaunted by the fact that others 
have not been able to figure something out before. And with a very 

small staff it’s able to create ways of addressing problems.”

— Beth Osborne, President and CEO • Smart Growth America

“MIP stands out from other organizations in the city space through its 
unique focus on peer-to-peer learning and direct implementation of 
best practices. MIP provides a more intimate and practical approach 
by facilitating deeper connections and more personalized exchanges 
among city leaders. This hands-on, collaborative environment allows 
for the rapid sharing and adoption of innovative solutions, effectively 
filling the gap between theory and practice. This distinct approach 
gives MIP an edge in fostering real-time, actionable insights that can be 
immediately applied to improve city management and  
community outcomes.”

— Victoria Woodards, Mayor • City of Tacoma, WA

“High Road Strategy Center is by far my favorite think-and-do tank in 
the US. For 35 years now, with an original and once-controversial but 
now broadly accepted and proven “high road” theory of our case and 
its moral imperatives (and the “productive democracy” centered on it), 
it has strengthened and guided democratic movements, organizations, 
elected officials and even governments across a vast array of policy 
domains and practices.”

— Frances Fox Piven, Professor • City University of New York Graduate Center
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