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STEVEN HILL 10
STEPS TO REPAIR
AMERICAN
DEMOCRACY: A
BLUEPRINT FOR
RENEWAL

American democracy is
facing a profound crisis
of  confidence.  Voter
turnout  lags  behind
o t h e r  d e v e l o p e d
nat ions ,  par t i san
gerrymandering  has
warped representation,
and  the  influence  of
big  money  in  politics
leaves  many  citizens

f e e l i n g
disenfranchised.  For
decades,  pol i t ical
scientist  and  author
Steven  Hill  has  been
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
articulate voices calling
for structural reform. In
his  seminal  work,  10
S t e p s  t o  R e p a i r
American  Democracy,
H i l l  l a y s  o u t  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e ,
actionable roadmap to
revitalize  the republic.
Far  from a theoretical
wish list, his proposals
are  grounded  in  real-
world  examples  from
states  and  countries
that  have  successfully
implemented  similar
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c h a n g e s .
Understanding  the
Steven Hill 10 Steps
To  Repair  American
D e m o c r a c y  i s
essential  for  anyone
concerned  about  the
health  of  the  nation’s
civic  life.  This  article
explores  each  step  in
detail,  examining  how
these  reforms  could
collectively  mend  the
broken  machinery  of
American  governance.

Why
Structural
Reform
Matters
Now
Before  diving  into  the
specific  steps,  it  is
critical  to  understand
why systemic changes
are  necessary.  Many

A m e r i c a n s  a r e
f r u s t r a t e d  w i t h
gridlock,  negative
campaigning,  and  a
feeling that  their  vote
d o e s  n o t  m a t t e r .
Tinkering  around  the
edges  will  not  solve
these  deep-rooted
problems.  Hill  argues
t h a t  t h e  v e r y
architecture  of  our
pol it ical  system  is
outdated. Designed for
a n  1 8 t h - c e n t u r y
agrarian  society,  it
struggles to function in
a  21st-century,  hyper-
polarized,  mass-media
envi ronment .  The
Steven Hill 10 Steps
To  Repair  American
Democracy  are  not
m e r e l y  p o l i c y
suggestions; they are a
holistic strategy to re-
a l i gn  incent i ves ,
increase  participation,
a n d  r e s t o r e
accountabil ity.
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STEP 1: ABOLISH
THE ELECTORAL

COLLEGE

Perhaps  no  s ing le
institution  distorts
presidential  politics
more than the Electoral
College.  Hill  argues
t h a t  i t  c r e a t e s  a
system  where  only  a
handfu l  o f  "swing
states"  matter,  while
voters  in  safe  states
(whether  red  or  blue)
are  largely  ignored.
T h i s  l e a d s  t o  l o w
turnout  and  policies
that cater to a narrow
slice of the electorate.
Replacing the Electoral
College  with  a  direct
p o p u l a r  v o t e  f o r
president would ensure
that  every  citizen's
vote  carr ies  equal
weight.  The  National
Popular Vote Interstate
Compact,  which  Hill
supports,  offers  a
pragmatic  path  to
achieving  this  without

a  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l
a m e n d m e n t .  B y
guarantee ing  the
pres idency  to  the
candidate who wins the
most votes nationwide,
we  can  finally  have  a
true democracy where
every  region  of  the
country  is  courted
equally.

STEP 2: REPLACE
PLURALITY VOTING
WITH INSTANT
RUNOFF VOTING
(IRV)

The  current  "first-past-
the -pos t "  sys tem
forces  voters  into  a
b i n a r y  c h o i c e ,
punishing  third-party
and  i ndependen t
candidates.  This  leads
to strategic voting and
often results in winners
who  lack  major i ty
support. Hill champions
Instant  Runoff  Voting,
also known as ranked-
choice  voting,  as  a
superior alternative. In
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an IRV system, voters
rank  candidates  in
order of  preference. If
no  candidate  wins  a
majority, the last-place
c a n d i d a t e  i s
eliminated,  and  their
votes are redistributed
to  the  voters'  second
choices.  This  process
continues  until  one
c a n d i d a t e  h a s  a
majority.  The  benefits
of this step within the
Steven Hill 10 Steps
To  Repair  American
D e m o c r a c y  a r e
immense: it eliminates
the  "spoiler"  effect,
encourages  positive
c a m p a i g n i n g  ( a s
c a n d i d a t e s  s e e k
second-choice  votes),
and  ensures  that  the
w i n n e r  h a s  t h e
broadest  poss ib le
appeal.  Maine  and
Alaska  have  already
adopted  this  system,
providing  real-world
d a t a  o n  i t s
effectiveness.

STEP 3:
UNIVERSAL VOTER
REGISTRATION

In  many  democracies,
the  government  takes
respons ib i l i ty  for
registering  citizens  to
vote.  In  the  United
States, the burden falls
on  the  ind iv idual ,
creating a system rife
with  barriers.  Millions
of  eligible  Americans
are not registered due
to  moving,  lack  of
i n f o r m a t i o n ,  o r
bureaucratic  hurdles.
Hi l l  advocates  for
u n i v e r s a l  v o t e r
registration,  where
every eligible citizen is
a u t o m a t i c a l l y
registered  to  vote
when  they  interact
with  a  government
agency  (such  as  the
D M V  o r  s o c i a l
services).  This  step  is
simple,  cost-effective,
and could add tens of
millions of voters to the
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ro l ls  overnight .  I t
removes  a  significant
o b s t a c l e  t o
participation  and  is  a
cornerstone of making
the  electorate  more
representative  of  the
population as a whole.

STEP 4: MAKE
ELECTION DAY A
NATIONAL
HOLIDAY

It  is  a  curious  fact  of
American  life  that  we
hold  elections  on  a
Tuesday,  a  regular
workday.  For  many
hourly  workers,  single
parents,  and  those
without  flexible
schedules,  finding time
to  vote  is  a  significant
challenge.  Long  lines
at  polling  places  only
c o m p o u n d  t h e
problem. Hill  proposes
making Election Day a
nat iona l  ho l iday ,
s i m i l a r  t o  m a n y
European  countries.
This  would signal  that

voting is a sacred civic
d u t y ,  n o t  a n
i n c o n v e n i e n c e .
C o m b i n e d  w i t h
universal  registration,
a  h o l i d a y  w o u l d
dramatically  boost
turnout.  Some  have
suggested moving  the
h o l i d a y  t o  t h e
weekend, but the core
idea remains the same:
give  people  the  time
t h e y  n e e d  t o
participate  without
sacrificing  a  day's  pay.
This  is  a  practical,
high-impact  reform
that  en joys  broad
public  support.

STEP 5:
NONPARTISAN
REDISTRICTING

Gerrymandering is  the
practice  of  drawing
legislative district lines
to  benefit  one  party
over  another.  It  is  a
bipartisan scourge that
allows  politicians  to
choose  their  voters,
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rather  than  the  other
way  a round .  Th i s
creates  safe  seats,
reduces  competition,
and  drives  politicians
to the extremes (since
only  primary  voters
m a t t e r  i n  n o n -
competitive  districts).
Hill calls for taking the
redistricting pen out of
the  hands  of  partisan
legislatures and giving
it  to  independent,
n o n p a r t i s a n
commissions.  States
like California, Arizona,
and  Michigan  have
shown that this is not
only  possible  but  also
l e a d s  t o  m o r e
competitive  elections
and  a  legislature  that
better  reflects  the
s t a t e ' s  p o l i t i c a l
diversity.  Reform  of
r e d i s t r i c t i n g  i s
essential  to  breaking
t h e  c y c l e  o f
p o l a r i z a t i o n  a n d
gridlock.

STEP 6: PUBLIC
CAMPAIGN
FINANCING

The  influence  of  big
money in  politics  is  a
cancer  on  democracy.
When candidates must
spend vast amounts of
time  fundraising,  they
become  beholden  to
wealthy  donors  and
special  interests.  Hill
advocates for a system
of  public  campaign
financing,  often
referred  to  as  "clean
elections."  Under  this
model, candidates who
a g r e e  t o  s t r i c t
spending  limits  and
refuse  large  private
donations receive a set
amount of public funds
to run their campaigns.
This levels the playing
field,  allowing  ordinary
citizens to run for office
without  being  wealthy
or well-connected. New
Y o r k  C i t y  a n d
Connect icut  have
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success fu l  pub l ic
financing  programs
that  have  diversified
the  donor  pool  and
reduced  the  influence
of  lobbyists.  This  step
within the Steven Hill
10  Steps  To  Repair
A m e r i c a n
Democracy  is  about
returning power to the
people.

STEP 7: FREE
MEDIA TIME FOR
CANDIDATES

M o d e r n  p o l i t i c a l
c a m p a i g n s  a r e
d o m i n a t e d  b y
expensive  television
advertising. This forces
candidates  to  spend
millions  on  30-second
spots, which often rely
on  negative  attacks
a n d  m i s l e a d i n g
s o u n d b i t e s .  H i l l
proposes a radical but
e legant  so lu t ion :
require broadcasters to
provide free airtime to
qualified candidates. In

exchange for using the
p u b l i c  a i r w a v e s ,
television  and  radio
stat ions  would  be
obligated  to  offer
b locks  o f  t ime  for
candidates  to  speak
d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e
electorate.  This  would
reduce  the  cost  of
campaigns,  diminish
the  need  for  massive
f u n d r a i s i n g ,  a n d
elevate  the  quality  of
political  discourse.
Voters would have the
c h a n c e  t o  h e a r
substantive  policy
discussions rather than
slick  advertisements.
This  reform  works
hand-in-hand  with
public  financing  to
create  a  healthier
information ecosystem.

STEP 8:
COMPULSORY
VOTING

This is often the most
controversial  step  on
Hill's list, but it is also
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o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
effective.  Compulsory
voting, as practiced in
Australia  and  many
other  democracies,
requires  citizens  to
show up at the polls (or
face  a  small  fine).  It  is
not compulsory to vote
for  any  part icu lar
candidate,  just  to
participate. The results
are  transformative:
turnout  regu lar ly
exceeds  90%.  Why
does  th is  matter?
When everyone votes,
the  electorate  reflects
the  demographics  of
the country. Politicians
m u s t  a p p e a l  t o  a
broad, diverse swath of
the population, not just
the  most  passionate
a n d  p o l a r i z e d
partisans.  Compulsory
voting  reduces  the
incentive  for  negative
campaigning  (which
a i m s  t o  d e p r e s s
turnout)  and  forces
candidates  to  talk

about  i ssues  that
matter to the average
c i t i z e n ,  s u c h  a s
h e a l t h c a r e  a n d
education,  rather  than
just firing up the base.

STEP 9: DIRECT
ELECTION OF THE
PRESIDENT

While similar to Step 1,
Hill emphasizes this as
a  d i s t i nc t  r e fo rm
b e c a u s e  i t  g o e s
beyond  the  Electoral
College. The idea is to
e n s u r e  t h a t  t h e
president is elected by
a direct, national vote.
This  is  not  just  about
abolishing the Electoral
College;  it  is  about
f u n d a m e n t a l l y
changing the nature of
the campaign. Under a
direct election system,
a  R e p u b l i c a n  i n
C a l i f o r n i a  a n d  a
Democrat  in  Texas
would suddenly have a
r e a s o n  t o  v o t e ,
knowing  their  votes
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coun t  t oward  the
national  total.  The
entire  country  would
b e c o m e  a
batt leground,  and
candidates would have
to build broad, national
coalitions.  This  step
reinforces the logic of a
truly  representative
presidency.

STEP 10: RESTORE
THE FAIRNESS
DOCTRINE AND
MEDIA REFORM

The  final  step  in  the
Steven Hill 10 Steps
To  Repair  American
Democracy addresses
the  media  landscape.
Hill  argues  that  the
repeal  of  the  Fairness
D o c t r i n e  i n  1 9 8 7
contributed to the rise
of partisan cable news
and  talk  radio,  which
has fueled polarization
and  misinformation.
While  reinstating  the
exact doctrine may be
legally  complex,  the

principle remains vital:
media outlets that use
the  public  airwaves
should serve the public
interest. Hill calls for a
new media policy that
p r o m o t e s  l o c a l
journalism,  requires
disclosure  of  political
advertising  funding,
and  ensures  that  a
diversity of  viewpoints
is  heard.  A  healthy
democracy  requires  a
healthy  public  square,
and media reform is a
critical  part  of  that
equation.

How
These
Steps
Work
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Together
O n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t
s t r e n g t h s  o f  t h e
Steven Hill 10 Steps
To  Repair  American
Democracy  is  that
they  are  not  isolated
fixes.  They  form  an
interlocking  system of
reforms.  For  example,
public  financing  and
free  media  time  work
together to reduce the
p o w e r  o f  m o n e y .
Universal  registration
and a national holiday
work together to boost
t u r n o u t .  I R V  a n d
n o n p a r t i s a n
redistr ict ing  work
together  to  create
compet i t i ve ,  f a i r
e l e c t i o n s .  W h e n
i m p l e m e n t e d  i n
concert, these reforms
create a virtuous cycle:
more  people  vote,
campaigns  are  more
substantive,  elected
officials  are  more

responsive, and trust in
g o v e r n m e n t  i s
restored.

Real-
World
Preceden
ts
Hill  is  not  a  utopian
theorist.  Every  one  of
his ten steps has been
tr ied  somewhere.
Ranked-choice  voting
works  in  Maine  and
Australia.  Nonpartisan
redistricting  works  in
Cal i forn ia .  Pub l ic
financing  works  in
C o n n e c t i c u t .
Compulsory  voting
works  in  numerous
countries  around  the
world. The evidence is
clear:  these  reforms
are  not  only  possible,
they  are  proven.  The
challenge is not a lack
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of  good  ideas;  it  is  a
lack  of  political  will.
However, as the public
grows  increasingly
frustrated  with  the
s t a t u s  q u o ,  t h e
moment  for  change
m a y  b e  a r r i v i n g .
M o v e m e n t s  f o r
democracy  reform are
gaining traction at the
state and local  levels,
and  many  of  Hi l l ' s
ideas are at the center
of  this  new  wave  of
activism.

CONCLUSION: A
PATH FORWARD
FOR AMERICAN
DEMOCRACY

American democracy is
not beyond repair, but
i t  r e q u i r e s  b o l d ,
structural  reform.  The
Steven Hill 10 Steps
To  Repair  American
Democracy provides a
clear,  comprehensive,

and practical guide for
how  to  do  i t .  From
abolishing the Electoral
C o l l e g e  t o
implementing  ranked-
choice  vot ing  and
universal  registration,
these  steps  address
the root causes of our
current  dysfunction.
They  are  designed  to
increase  participation,
reduce  polarization,
and make government
more responsive to the
peop le .  The  pa th
forward  wil l  not  be
e a s y ,  b u t  t h e
a l t e r n a t i v e  i s  a
continued  erosion  of
trust  and  legitimacy.
By  embracing  these
reforms,  citizens  can
r e c l a i m  t h e i r
democracy and build a
system that truly works
for  everyone.  The
blueprint  is  here;  the
rest is up to us.


