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CHERVENAK: Katherine, thanks so much for joining us. 
 
GEHL: Matt, I am super happy to be talking to you. 
 
CHERVENAK: Let's start with your background, where'd you start off, sort of the arc of your 
career so far, and what you're doing now. 
 
GEHL: Oh my goodness, we don't want to spend too much time because I’ve been all over the 
map. Let's say I’ve spent time in public sector in government, in Mayor Daley's office in Chicago, 
in Chicago Public Schools, served on one of our, on a board under the Obama administration, 
our federal government, but most of my career was in business, and so that is where my 
orientation comes from is as a business leader, as a CEO, and back in 2015 I sold the company 
that I ended my business career with and re-entered into this new startup industry that is the 
industry of political reform, political innovation, really, what I prefer, and that's the industry I’m 
in now. 
 
CHERVENAK: So when you're in business, what was the industry, and what was your approach 
to business there? Was it traditional industry, was it high tech, what areas were you focused 
on? 
 
GEHL: It's about as traditional as one could get in this sense. I’m from Wisconsin. I ran a high-
tech food manufacturing company in Wisconsin, and our largest product line was cheese. 
Cheese sauce, to be exact, but cheese nonetheless, and even though it was high-tech 
manufacturing, there is something, you know, close to the sweet spot of being from Wisconsin 
to make cheese. And my company was about a 250 million dollar company. 350 employees. 
Highly automated. We had a, mostly a North American business but did some business 
overseas, and we were in food service and retail, private label, contract manufacturing, sold our 
products to some of the largest retail outlets in the country, largest food manufacturers, you 
know the Cokes, Pepsi, Unilevers of the world. And restaurant chains, the Taco Bells, the Pizza 
Huts, and then the Walmarts and the Safeways, et cetera, so it was great. It was a great ride. 
 
I loved my time running that company. Loved it. Loved all my employees, loved what we did, 
but could not turn away from, could not unsee what I had seen about how our political system 
was working, and life is short, so at some point I said I, as much as I love this game here of 
business and what we're about, I wanted to put my focus in really what our future, what the 
future trajectory of our American democracy is was, so that's why I’m here. 
 
CHERVENAK: So you sold the company and then you had this idea to get involved in trying to 
improve the political system. So what was your, what was kind of your path from the sale to 



now in terms of what you decided to do? It seems like you've taken more of an entrepreneurial 
path to do that versus a traditional running for office path. 
 
GEHL: Right, and I will say right after I sold the company one of the things I did explore is 
whether I would run for the US Senate in Wisconsin as an independent. I actually even filmed a 
couple of practice TV commercials and focus grouped them, et cetera, because I didn't, because 
it was possible that that was a powerful potential way to make an impact. 
 
Pretty quickly I determined that any individual senator, so separate from me, has really not a 
great opportunity to make a difference in a sustainable, scalable, you know, long-term kind of 
way because of how Congress operates, because of the incentives that dictate the behavior of 
both individuals and then therefore the group outcomes in Congress that you're kind of kidding 
yourself that you're going to be able to go there and deliver what needs to be done for the 
country. 
 
Which isn't to say that I don't deeply respect and appreciate the work that so many of our 
elected officials are doing in Congress. What I mean is, the deck is stacked against them. To 
make a difference, you're going against the tide. The system is against you rather than for you, 
and so, and rather than for the results of Congress, rather than for consensus decision making 
or an innovative way forward, the system makes that super challenging, and so there was a 
point of time after I told my company, well actually it was something I realized before I sold the 
company but where I really became singularly focused on the systems incentives in what I call 
our politics industry and how they operate both in elections and in legislating. 
 
And my entire focus is on aligning the incentives of the elections and legislating process with 
the, with what we need those incentives to deliver, which is to deliver results in the broad 
public interest. 
 
CHERVENAK: And so it sounds like after you, besides your flirtation with becoming a Senator, I 
know you did a book with Michael Porter, and then you started an organization. You want to 
talk about those real quick and how those sort of facilitated your new path to try to make 
influence? 
 
GEHL: Yes, so by the way my little, you know, flirtation with the run for US Senate, which was a 
far cry from flirting with actually being a US Senator, was pretty clear I was not going to win 
because independents cannot win, so that was short-lived. Here's where I went into, you know, 
right after I sold my company, so essentially I had come to this view that we need to change the 
system. That was courtesy a brilliant and principled and courageous former Republican 
Congressman Mickey Edwards, who is the one who really shed the light, like sort of put the 
spotlight on for me that it is the system and there's only so much individuals can do.  
 
And that really resonated with me because I’ve been a systems thinker my whole life. In fact I 
was surprised that it had taken me so long to see that about Congress, and that's where we 
ended up and what I noticed very quickly after I had sold my company, I believed my role was 



to get other business people to care about the system and to contribute their time, resources, 
influence to a collective and cross-partisan effort to change the system incentives, and I 
couldn't get anywhere. 
 
So here's an anecdote. This would be pretty typical meeting, I’m meeting with a New York 
billionaire, or call it, East Coast or West Coast billionaire, having a fantastic meeting about the 
system's incentives, and I think that they are about to fund in a special interest for the general 
interest for the good of the country kind of way these efforts that I was a part of at the time, 
and in my view the meeting's going so great. I’m thinking, oh I better ask for five million instead 
of one million and the person steps forward before I can speak, and says, this is so fantastic. I 
love what you're doing. Count me in for $25,000, and I thought, wow I am really bad at selling 
this. What is it that is this disconnect with, you know, the desire to, the love of democracy, the 
knowledge that it isn't working, the philanthropic intent at scale that's so evident in other parts 
of this person's endeavors that they only want to commit so little here. 
 
And I determined that what we needed was a thesis for investment. We needed to 
demonstrate the ROI. We needed to show that investments in political change, in political 
innovation, actually are really powerful investments rather than just a waste of their time or, 
you know, and that they're distinct from the kinds of investments that people are used to 
thinking of as political investments, which is I’ll invest in this candidate, and that these 
investments that I wanted them to consider making were long-term, systemic, and not partisan 
in any way, et cetera. So we needed a thesis for investment, and I thought I should write it, so I 
did, but I also knew that you can write it and there can be good ideas in it, but if no one is 
reading it or no one is listening, then you know it has only, well it has no impact. 
 
So fortunately, I had a great relationship with Michael Porter, who is the professor who 
revolutionized modern corporate strategy, and the core of my analysis was actually using 
Michael Porter's five forces, which businesspeople who are listening to this may be, would be, 
familiar with, and that is how you analyze any industry. And I had for the first time applied five 
forces to the politics industry, and so with a great deal of cajoling I was able to get Michael to 
eventually join me as co-author, and that was really transformative because for me to say that 
the five forces apply to politics in this particular way which had never been done before would 
have one kind of impact. For Michael Porter to buy into my analysis and put his name onto it as 
well really transformed the impact that that work was able to have. 
 
I published in 2017 at Harvard Business Review and then later I, we wrote a book, and that's 
right there, and Michael was once again my co-author there, and so that was key. And now I 
continue to work on this full time. 
 
CHERVENAK: Excellent, and so for the Institute for Political Innovation I think is the name 
you’ve given the organization, can you talk about what that is? You know, what is the 
organization and do you have, sort of a key platform that you're trying to execute on? 
 



GEHL: Yes, I, the important thing about our institute is not the name or anything about it. It is 
the people who have come to work here either as our full-time employees or the consultants 
that we engage with really across the political spectrum and the people who advise us and who 
support this organization, so it's. We have brought together an amazing group of talented but 
also odd bedfellow, people in all of those groups, and that speaks to how our work resonates 
across the across the partisan divide. What is important about what we're doing is again not the 
organization but the people and then what we're doing this for. 
 
One of the things my co-author Michael Porter is very famous for saying is strategies about 
choosing what not to do. We are all about choosing what not to do; therefore, we have 
narrowed down our focus to two areas, two efforts, that I describe as being on the efficient 
frontier of political innovation, meaning great power, very powerful in how they would affect 
the ability of Congress, the likelihood that Congress delivers results in the public interest, and 
also very achievable relative to any other kind of reform.  
 
So what we'll talk about in a moment is very achievable relative to getting a constitutional 
amendment, for example, so we at the Institute for Political Innovation work only on things that 
are powerful and achievable and only on things that are sufficiently powerful to change the 
likelihood that Congress delivers results in the public interest in a matter of years, not decades. 
 
CHERVENAK: You can see the business background shining through. Are these ideas that came 
out of the book, or are these subsequent to the book’s publication where you're— 
 
GEHL: No, they're all in the book. 
 
CHERVENAK: Okay. 
 
GEHL: Which doesn't mean we haven't improved upon them, absolutely, but I was clear on 
what direction we needed to go already when we were in the book. In 2017 I thought that I had 
curated the list of these are the most important things we collectively, those of us concerned 
about this need to do, and it turns out that my view of it now is it was still kind of a laundry list 
of things. So we're down to two things, which we talk about in the book. One is a focus on the 
elections machinery, so the way we run our elections, and we call it a machinery because it 
reliably spits out certain kinds of behavior in Congress when people are elected in the way we 
elect them now.  
 
And then we talk about the legislative machinery, which is the way that Congress, you know, 
does its work every day, the forms, the methods, the practices, and that spits out a certain kind 
of product from the legislative process. 
 
CHERVENAK: So we don't typically on this program talk about elections, about how the 
members get there. Usually we're talking about what happens once they're there, but I would 
like to just briefly go over your concept for the elections. I think it's called final five, something 



like, it's like ranked choice concept. Can you can you walk us through it? What is it? Why is it 
different? Why would it make a difference? 
 
GEHL: Right, so final five voting is the umbrella term for two changes in combination that alter 
how we elect people to Congress. The first change is that we would get rid of party primaries, a 
Democrat primary, a Republican primary. Instead, we have a universal primary where 
everybody runs on the same ballot and everybody gets to vote. And then, after those votes are 
counted in the universal primary, the top five finishers, regardless of party, advance to the 
general election. 
 
Which brings us to the second change. In the general election, now that we have five and we 
have dynamic, diverse competition, we need to figure out who should win, which isn't as 
obvious as one might think because what we don't want to do is, if the vote, for example, were 
to split five ways, you could accidentally almost elect one of those five candidates with only 21 
percent of the vote, which would not be representative or helpful to their being able to do their 
job. 
 
So instead, now that we have five, we use a process called instant runoff voting. Some people 
know of it as rank-choice voting, but we call it instant run-off voting, which is more technically 
correct. And in that case, all of those of us who vote, we go to the polls. We see our five 
choices, and we say oh, that Matthew, I really want him to be my senator. He is my first choice, 
you know, but if I can't have Matthew I'll take, you know, Monique, and she's my second 
choice. And if I can't have Monique, I'll be okay with some other person, all the way down to, 
let's say, Catherine Gayle. She is my fifth choice. She is my last choice. Over my dead body do I 
want her to be the senator. 
 
Then when the polls close—by the way, every voter can rank as many or as few as they want— 
when the polls close you count all the first choice votes, and if one of those five has over 50 
percent, you know who's going to win, but we nonetheless go through a series of instant 
runoffs because it's quite likely that often one of those candidates won't have true majority 
support. You take the candidate who's in last place, eliminate them, and if a voter had selected 
that candidate who's now out of the race as his or her first choice, that voter’s single vote is 
now transferred automatically to that voter's next choice who's still in the race.  
 
You run the tabulations again, and you continue that until you end up with the final two. And 
then whichever one of those has the true majority becomes the senator or representative. This 
combination is known as final five voting, and this is why it does relate to your work, Matt. Final 
five voting, unlike almost every other political reform, is not designed to necessarily or most 
importantly change who wins. It's designed to change what the winners do when they're in 
Congress, what they have the freedom to do, what they're incented to do, and on whose behalf 
they're doing it. So right now most of our legislators arrive in Congress incented to, and in many 
ways required to, serve first and foremost party primary voters on the right if they're a 
Republican and on the left if they're a Democrat, and they, in order to get reelected, they 
cannot afford to care very much about all those people who show up at the general election 



but don't participate in the primary that dictates whether they're going to win or not. So if we 
want Congress to function differently day-to-day and take advantage of all of the work, for 
example that you're doing at the Sunwater Institute, we have to send them there through an 
election system that connects getting re-elected the likelihood of getting re-elected with 
delivering results in the public interest. 
 
Everything everybody does today, this is the last thing I'll say on that, everything everybody 
does today is totally rational. They're doing what it takes to get re-elected, which is first and 
foremost they have to win their party primary. And the party primaries forbid both sides to deal 
powerfully with the complex trade-offs. Done. 
 
CHERVENAK: Yeah, I think it's always surprised me that the parties are able to control who's in 
the general election regardless of their own rules, you know. It seems a an incredible intrusion 
into the state law of party-based systems. What about the problem in your first step. I mean 
what would happen if you have just a flooding of the market with candidates that were 
sponsored by some of those, you know, primary, those hardcore primary people, if they just 
flood the market with candidates and you wind up with five that are, you know, that are backed 
by extreme groups? Do you see that as a potential challenge, or do you think that wouldn't, you 
think they don't have enough foothold to get those, so many people in? 
 
GEHL: So each person can only vote for one person in the first round of the election, which we'll 
still call a primary, so if all— 
 
CHERVENAK: Turnout’s still a key thing. You have to have— 
 
GEHL: Well, I guess what I would say is if, so let's just assume that people turn out in the 
primary and even if it's only the same people who turn out in the primary now, that's not a 
problem because we're not choosing the winner in the primary. The winner's going to be 
chosen now in the general. So if the existing Democrat and the existing Republican who would 
have made it through the current system, being in many cases further to the right or further to 
the left because of the party primary system, they'll still make it through, and as they should, 
and they'll be in the general election, but then there'll be three additional candidates to choose 
from.  
 
So let's say you had a really Republican district or state, you could easily have four Republicans 
and one Democrat competing in the general election, so you won't have, so you will have the 
likelihood that there will be someone in the general election who appeals to many more voters 
than there are when there's only two and also when the choice has already been made. I’m not 
at all worried that that having five will be worse than having only two. 
 
CHERVENAK: All right well, so let's move on to your second area, I think, that were you talking 
about within the Congress itself. You know, once they've been elected you've got, you've been 
successful in getting your final five. Now they're in Congress, so what would you change about, 
within the Congress itself is your second big idea? 



 
GEHL: So you know we come from business. I say this sometimes when I speak to business 
people. Here's one thing if you're a business person that I’m pretty sure you don't do, which is 
say oh, I have a great company of all these great people. I know, we have really huge problems 
but huge opportunities. Let's bring everybody together to work on our biggest problems and 
opportunities, and then when we get them all in the same room we'll say, oh yes this is perfect, 
we're so glad you're here, but before we get started, let's count off by twos, and then we'll 
divide into warring teams, and then we'll get right to work. That'll be great. Nobody says that. 
Nobody would solve problems that way. Nobody would do that because it's crazy, and yet 
that's how it is every single day in Washington, DC, and it's not required to be that way. Let's, 
okay here. Constitution, right. This is my pocket constitution. It fits in a pocket, it's very small. 
This, you’re going to know this, Matt. Okay, this is the Senate rules book, okay?  
 
CHERVENAK: I just interviewed the House parliamentarian the other day, in charge of that pile 
for the House. 
 
GEHL: Yeah because we could have this much more to make the House rules book. Granted, 
that's when it's single-sided because I like it to look really bad. It would be half if you double-
sided, but okay. And that doesn't even include things like the Hastert Rule or the norms and the 
practices, the traditions. That's just the actual rules, which gives new meaning to over-
regulation, shall we say. But what I’m saying is we can run Congress however we want, so in 
this book it says that the House and the Senate shall make the rules for how they function. So 
we don't have to have any of that. And what I would suggest, and I’m pretty sure you agree 
with that at the Sunwater Institute, is the rules that we have made over time are no longer 
serving us. 
 
And what I think is interesting, of course the whole country is focused on the filibuster, which is 
one little thing. And then we have all of that and 50 zillion other rules and problems and the 
whole system is designed to, is not designed optimally to solve problems. So I know, Matt, that 
you started in neuroscience. This is one of the keys that I that I bring up in my book. What we 
should do when we look at Congress is something called zero-based rulemaking. So people in 
business are familiar with, well even in government, zero-based budgeting, so when you want 
to rethink something instead of saying well we're going to raise all the budgets by ten percent 
or bring them all down by five percent, you just say, let's pretend that nobody had any money 
allocated and start from scratch and build our budget. 
 
And that's what we should do. We should not in general fight over the filibuster. We should 
start from scratch and ask ourselves this question: if we had, you know, 538 people who were 
going to represent this diverse country and they were going to have to deal with really complex 
problems with a lot of trade-offs and come up with, you know, a group decision, what would be 
a good way that we might want to support them in doing that? What have we learned from 
neuroscience? What have we learned from social sciences? From, what kind of technology tools 
do we have to help people make decisions and evaluate pros and cons? There is so much 
knowledge out there about how we can get better innovations, better research and 



development, better group decision making, that we use all the time in companies, and so 
we're still fighting it out in this in this ridiculously non-additive kind of way in Congress. 
 
So we should start from scratch and have zero-based rule making relative to the legislative 
machinery of Congress and turn that over to a group, probably you know funded or sort of 
supported by a consortium of universities, and the working group consists of neuroscientists, of 
former members of Congress, current members of Congress, political scientists, technologists, 
all, psychiatrists, even you, how can you, how, negotiators, and figure out what would be a way 
that you could, that you might choose to bring that many people together and work on 
complex problems. Should we have committees? I don't know, should we have, should we have 
a Hastert Rule, should we have a filibuster rule, should we have, those are just the tip of the 
iceberg, and we could create something really extraordinary. And the Constitution gives us the 
power to remake our legislative machinery whenever we want to, and we should take them up 
on that offer. 
 
CHERVENAK: Yeah, I think that's what a lot of people don't understand is that, you know, 
although the rules don't change that much from year to year, in theory you could scrap them all 
and create totally new rules if Congress ever wanted to. 
 
GEHL: And why not? Because by the way when you create the new rules, if there's a rule that 
works fantastically well, great, keep it. You know as in re-choose it, but don't take the whole 
legacy. And the first part of this, and perhaps the Sunwater Institute would want to be the lead 
convener of the couple-year process of legislative machinery zero-based rule making project, 
you know, you can start at zero and then you can carefully choose, and you can add things back 
in. 
 
And after that point you will have come up with a model legislative machinery which will be 
offered into the Congress and then they would have to choose, the members would have to 
choose to adopt it or not, and then you know you could also have a process to update it over 
time. 
 
CHERVENAK: So I think it's quite interesting. Obviously that's a very ambitious idea. It's like a 
Constitutional Convention for Congress to rethink its rules. It's very interesting, and you know I 
wonder, and this kind of comes back to my next question for you about your kind of vision for 
the future. I mean obviously party plays heavily in your book, right. When you think about a 
functioning Congress, what's your impression of what the role party would have? 
 
GEHL: So first we have to step back and say, what's the role of parties overall? So my own view 
is that I support very strong parties. Parties are very, I have come to the view, political scientists 
have debated this, and I’m on the side of those that say that parties perform a key role in a 
democracy of aggregating public opinion, of you know coalescing interest, of motivating, of 
signaling what, you know, citizens who also have other things to do could choose as the 
direction they want their country or state, for example, to take, and that the party stands for 
things. So I think we need very strong parties and that we are benefited when there are very 



strong parties. And I compare that to an industry, you know, normal industries where we're 
consumers, which is we as customers are benefited when companies are very strong and they 
can deliver innovation, et cetera, as long as they don't have a monopoly on the market so that 
they can't gouge us, let's just say, on price. 
 
So this is my point about parties in our existing system. The problem we have is not the 
Democrats or the Republicans. It's not parties. As I said, we need strong parties. It's not even 
that we have only two parties, it's, our problem is that the current two are guaranteed to be 
the only two ongoingly, regardless of what they do or don't get done on behalf of the public, 
and regardless of how happy or unhappy people are because no new parties can get in the 
game. 
 
So what we need for parties to be strong but customers to be well served is that we need lower 
barriers to entry. There needs to be an opportunity for the threat of new competition, which is 
to say if everybody is constantly choosing the lesser of two evils and only a very small portion of 
people actually really feel well served by these current two, there should be new 
entrepreneurial activity in the political system which would either cause the existing parties to 
begin to serve customers better, or one of these new parties would come in and get a foothold. 
There is no, in my view, no exact right number of parties, just as there's no exact number of 
companies in any particular industry which leads to that industry performing well for 
customers.  
 
What we need is the threat of new competition, and that's what can connect parties with 
delivering for average general election voters. So trans, forward now to what's the role of 
parties in the legislature? So the zero-based rulemaking, you know, commission would have to 
figure that out. My guess is, my preference is, that parties don't control legislating, that parties 
work out here on elections and getting candidates elected, and parties work to help supply 
those candidates with, you know, policy positions and issues and rationales for why those 
issues move the country forward, all of that work, but that once people are elected they have 
to serve their entire district, so they go to Congress and they don't serve their party first, they 
serve the people. They can have their ideology, because obviously they got elected because 
they are conservative, or they are liberal, or they are something, you know, that another party 
has stood for, but that the party should not control the legislative, you know, machinery. 
 
Like I think it's really interesting that we, now that the Democrats control, you know, the House 
and of course the Presidency, that's kind of like, can the Democrats govern? Can the Democrats 
get it done? Well why do the Democrats have to get it done all by themselves, and why should 
they even be allowed to get it done all by themselves? Isn't it, can the House govern? You 
know, and there's no reason it has to be, you know, that it has to be that way. We see this 
actually in Nebraska, so Nebraska is known as a state legislature as being different because it 
has a unicameral, so it doesn't have like a Senate and a House. Just has one body in the 
legislature, but the thing that interests me about Nebraska is that they have a non-partisan 
legislative machinery. So it isn't that the majority party controls all of the processes of 



legislating. That's not, you know, how they control their legislative machinery, and I’m, I would 
put, you know, ninety-nine percent of my money into that's how we should do it in Congress. 
 
CHERVENAK: Excellent, so let's move on to the concept of media because I think you talk in 
your book about media as being, and there's this notion of media being captured by various 
parties, sort of a rehash of the of the past, and not just of the ‘20s and before that, but you 
know in the beginnings of the republic. What are your thoughts on the media and how it should 
evolve in your kind of world of elections and the way we work internally to Congress. How 
should people be using the media, and should they be buying up these media outlets for their 
messages? 
 
GEHL: So I don't think it's super helpful to talk in terms of what people should be doing. People 
are going to do what they're incented to do. Now people also have ideals and morals and 
principles that they stand by, but in general markets work according to mechanisms of, you 
know, incentives and competition, and that is the same in our politics industry. So instead of 
talking about how the media should work or how people should work with the media, let's step 
back for a moment and say if we agree broadly that our political system is dysfunctional, we 
have a vicious loop of dysfunction, right, so if we have only two parties and their best way to 
get reelected is by dividing people and making everybody think the other side is evil, then of 
course the media plays into that, and then it reinforces that that means that the candidates 
have to do more of it, and it's kind of, actually Lee Drutman calls it the doom loop.  
 
Okay, so let's say we're in this doom loop and the media is part of the doom loop. What I ask 
myself is, where can you intervene in any loop, be it a virtuous cycle or a vicious cycle, where 
do you intervene to alter the cycle? And what I’ve determined in my work is that the best way 
to intervene is to intervene in the incentives of the people getting elected, which is to say, 
change these election rules so we have final five voting. And then when you intervene that way, 
not only do you change your incentives, you actually lower the barriers to entry. You open it up 
so competitors can get into this business of politics, new kinds of parties, new kinds of 
candidates et cetera, and then the media could follow from that because in in final five voting, 
the best way to get elected, the only way to get elected, is to be the choice of a majority of 
general election voters.  
 
That is a totally different dynamic than being the choice of a majority of ten percent of people 
who turn out in your party primary, given that people who turn out in party primaries tend to 
be more politically extreme than voters in the general election. So once that's the best way to 
get elected and once there's five people competing in that election, there's five different 
narratives to cover. You alter what happens in the media by altering what's happening on the 
field and what they're actually reporting on. So I would not, and also, not only would I not want 
to sort of intervene with the media. 
 
You can't. You know they follow, I mean it's a free press, so we have to go where we own the 
rules, and the Con—I’m looking for my pocket Constitution—Article One gives all the states the 
power to make these rules for elections. So not only by the way did they give us that power. In 



my view if they gave us that power, they gave us that responsibility. So now each of the states 
has to be responsible for the rules that they create for how people get elected, and they have 
to change them, and then that alters behaviors in the system, including in the media. 
 
CHERVENAK: So basically you think if you change the election system in the states the media 
will by itself be adapt to that and get some of the results that we're looking for in terms of at 
least some kind of more, you know, general public driven coverage. 
 
GEHL: The media will adapt to what there is to cover in the system. The media will continue to 
be, you know, governed by their own incentives, which is you need to get more viewers, you 
need to grow your companies, you need to grow your revenues, all that, but if you can now 
grow your revenues and get viewers by covering a race which is between five people where the 
four Republicans want to actually debate what kind of Republican party they should have going 
forward, they're going to debate that and they're going to cover that, and by the way that 
seems like a really fascinating thing to cover, and it also seems really fascinating to cover 
general election races where you actually don't know who won.  
 
Like 85 of the House races by the time it's November we already know who won. That's not 
interesting in any way shape or form. I think it's a great thing for the media. They could grow 
bigger because there'd be more interesting real competition to cover, like you don't want to 
cover a Super Bowl where you know who won. You want to cover a Super Bowl where it's 
highly competitive. So that's the kind of races we would have that would alter what's, you 
know, what the media is saying. And one of the things that final five voting does is it means that 
all of those candidates have some potentially have some impact on the race because even if 
they're not likely to win because they have views that are not likely to be supported by a 
majority and they get pushed out, you know, early, they're one of the earlier candidates gets 
kicked out of the race, who their voters choose next makes a difference in the race, and so their 
views will need to be covered. 
 
So this is one of the ways that you get policy innovation in, or just innovation in general, is that 
you need new voices into a system. So within our companies we don't get, we don't decide our 
trajectory on, let's take the squishy middle of where we're at currently, which is not what final 
five voting is about either, or let's just have one or two people think of our new ideas. You want 
to get a lot of diversity of expertise and talent into the process, and that's what this system 
would deliver, and that has ameliorative effects throughout the system. 
 
Now, quickly, I’m not crazy. There's not like, this is not creating some democratic utopia where 
we all get along and have great policy debates and find the executive force. Winston Churchill 
said democracy is the worst form of government out there except when compared to all the 
others, and what I say is right now, we have, but I say oh yes, democracy is messy and hard, and 
right now what we have in the United States is democracy is messy, hard, and we've got super 
bad results to show for it. With final five voting and the right kind of incentives, we can have a 
democracy that is messy, hard, and some good results to show for it. And I would add the 
legislative machinery, the work that you care about at Sunwater Institute into that, which is to 



say if we have the right kind of legislative machinery and the right kind of elections machinery, 
we can definitely get some good results to show for that.  
 
CHERVENAK: Well I’m conscious of time, so I think we have to move on to the next phase of our 
discussion where I ask you questions that I’ve asked all the other guests so that we can 
someday compare the answers. So the first one of this one if you're ready is what do you think 
Congressional representation should mean? And by this I mean, are you a Burkean, where the  
member makes judgments on behalf of their constituents, or are they just a pass through to the 
whim of their constituents? That's the first piece, and the other piece is, who do they 
represent? Is it just those just those primary voters, or is it everyone in the district, or is it, you 
know, how would you define the answer to that? 
 
GEHL: So I absolutely come down on the side of the representatives being elected to represent 
those people, but not as a direct pass-through of their views, but rather to go there and bring 
their own, the elected's, talent, passion, expertise, and work to solving the problem and finding 
the way forward and dealing with the trade-offs. 
 
So it is kind of, I give you my proxy, go make the best thing happen that you can, because 
politics is the art of the possible. So you can't go there and say I was elected under these views 
and my constituents have these views, so I want all of that or nothing, which is what lots of 
people do right now, which means we get nothing done. So that's my view on what it should 
be. I don't aspire to a complete direct democracy in any way, shape, or form, where everybody, 
you know, votes on their phone about what we should do with the infrastructure bill. I 
definitely, as you already know, think that our electeds have to represent a majority of general 
election voters. 
 
And the reason I think that is because if they don't, then fundamentally our democracy isn't 
really a democracy, and that weakens you over time because some people are represented and 
other people are not, but I also think they need to represent a majority of general election 
voters because that's what gives them the most latitude and agency to find a way forward that 
is not known, which means if you represent a majority of general election voters but your 
majority could change election to election, which is to say you could anger some of this group 
because you accepted a compromise but you get some plaudits from this group because you 
moved a little towards them, if you see that you can put together a coalition win in your next 
election based on actions that you take now and that you have multiple, therefore, you have 
multiple paths to victory depending on the choices you make in a given piece of legislation, that 
makes you a powerful deal maker, a powerful negotiator, powerfully incented to figure out 
what needs to get traded and mixed and matched to get something over the finish line. 
Legislating is deal making, and right now everybody is like all or nothing. And then we get 
nowhere. 
 
CHERVENAK: Next question is how should debate, deliberation, or dialogue occur or be 
structured in Congress? 
 



GEHL: Oh, I am going to leave that up to the uh zero-based rulemaking legislative machinery 
commission to figure out.  
 
CHERVENAK: You don't have to have a personal thought about how people should talk or 
discuss? 
 
GEHL: Well I have some—which is, for example, we should not have two podiums in the House 
of Representatives, where Republicans speak from one podium and if you're a Democrat you 
give your views from a different podium. Why would we do that? That's the craziest thing I’ve 
ever heard. Okay that doesn't change Congress if we just now have one podium, but it is 
emblematic of the way we do things in Congress, which is to say that parties are controlling the 
legislative machinery. And they should only control until the people are elected, and then after 
they're elected, they continue to be a member of their party and believe in those policies and 
philosophies, et cetera, but they should be working on behalf of all of their constituents.  
 
And, therefore, parties should not be controlling the legislative process. Additionally, we should 
not have unelected by the people leaders in the House and the Senate controlling the path of 
legislation the way they do. So the fact that a, you know, that a Nancy Pelosi or John Boehner 
before her can all by themselves keep a bill from being voted on is egregious because you and I 
had nothing to do with Nancy Pelosi's election or John Boehner's election or Mitch McConnell's 
election or Chuck Schumer's election. And yet they turn out to be in many ways almost as 
powerful as the President in certain ways, and that should not be. 
 
CHERVENAK: Next question. I think you already have the answer, but what fundamental 
institutional improvement should Congress make within 50 years? Is it your convention, or do 
you have some specifics like the veto power of the speaker? 
 
GEHL: No, I think that's very short-sighted to think that like if we fix the filibuster and whatever 
someone's definition is of a fix that that would make things be different. I showed you that 
ream of paper. You do this work. It is rotten to the core. We have designed a way of working 
day-to-day in Congress that guarantees that finding a way forward is going to be ridiculously 
complicated, and so I think it does a disservice actually to everyone to pretend that there is one 
rule that would fix it right. 
 
CHERVENAK: So the last one is really about your plan, so you're trying to get your final five 
voting in as many states as possible. Maybe talk about your progress there and then in the 
coming years, you know, what else is on your agenda? 
 
GEHL: Yeah absolutely, Matt, so thanks to a man named Scott Kendall and then many other 
people that he assembled on his team, final five voting, well a final five voting style election 
system, it's actually final four voting because it's the top four advance, was passed in 2020 in 
Alaska, so Scott Kendall read my work that I published with Harvard Business School in 2017 
and mashed that up against his deep knowledge of what was not working in Alaska, and he 
spearheaded the creation of a ballot initiative committee, which took final four voting all the 



way to the voters in November of [20]20. they passed it and now they will vote for the first 
time under this new system in November of ‘22. We are at, we have the privilege of working 
with leaders, grass tops, grassroots organizations around the country in several states around 
the country who are interested in moving this legislation forward in their state either by giving 
it to the people for a vote in the states where a ballot initiative is possible or by lobbying the 
legislature to pass it, you know, as a bill and have the governor sign it.  
 
And we're involved in both types of efforts. What I would tell your viewers right now that can 
expect is a ballot initiative in the state of Nevada, where voters will be able to vote this coming 
November and a ballot initiative in the state of Missouri. Then in ‘24 we will likely have three to 
five more ballot initiatives on, and in the meantime we have legislative efforts in multiple 
states, but the amazing thing is, is we have proof that this is doable because it has already been 
done. I love it. I mean I’m in love with Alaska for having done that and will be watching their 
elections very closely. 
 
CHERVENAK: That's a phenomenal achievement and you know in terms of the other areas you 
want to focus on, is it all final five, or do you have some other things on the on the horizon?  
 
GEHL: So we are focusing on various aspects of final five, which is we work on theory and 
scholarship around final five so that we can due diligence it and analyze it and get data on how 
it works, et cetera. We work on helping Alaska be successful in implementing final five and then 
seeding, incubating, and winning these campaigns, but yes strategy about choosing what not to 
do, I think that if we do not correct the fact—Let me say it this way: right now in our election 
system there's no connection between acting in the public interest and the likelihood that 
someone's going to get reelected, and if we don't make the connection that doing what we 
need you to do, which is getting results in the public interest, is the best way to keep your job, if 
we don't connect those things, there's not too much else we're going to be able to do that's 
going to change what Congress delivers. So therefore, final five voting is what I call the sine qua 
non of political change, and we should be focused on that, and then a fast follower would be to 
alter the legislative machinery as well. 
 
CHERVENAK: Awesome, Katherine. It's some it's fantastic work. Thank you so much for your 
service and all the dedication you're putting into it, and I really look forward to the results. I’m 
hopeful for the results. 
 
GEHL: Oh yeah, thank you.  
 
CHERVENAK: From these states to drive the improvements that we've talked about, so thanks 
again and best of luck. 
 
GEHL: Thank you, Matt. Thanks for all the work that you guys are doing at Sunwater Institute. I 
haven't met anyone before. I’m sure you're all out there and you probably can convene them 
all, but who believes like I do that the insights and knowledge we have from neuroscience could 



really help us in designing a legislative machinery and that we should take advantage of all that 
progress since we first started up our country. 
 
CHERVENAK: Yeah, that's right. You know I think when the founders started they didn't have 
the advantages we have. We have all this research. Plus we've seen Congress in action for a 
couple hundred years. We should be able to learn from that to design some new ideas that are 
better suited to human nature and get things done.  
 
GEHL: I couldn't agree more, so I will be cheering on the that type of inquiry that you are 
leading at Sunwater, and thanks for having me on today. 
 
CHERVENAK: Thank you, Katherine. Take care. 
 
GEHL: You too. 


