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“

John Katzenberger
Founding Director, President Emeritus

”

...we set out to tackle some of the most 
difficult aspects of the Earth’s systems... 
through an interdisciplinary approach 
to the natural and social sciences, 
while recognizing the importance of 
education and the role of science in 
informing policy.

https://unsplash.com/@hollymandarich
https://unsplash.com/photos/K1hq1atFeYs
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This is a daunting time to plan ahead. Even in normal times, the best laid 
plans can fall by the wayside—and these are not normal times. The current 
experience of near-constant change and disruption calls for elevated levels 
of adaptiveness.

In many ways, the Aspen Global Change Institute is uniquely prepared to 
thrive and contribute in this moment. For more than 30 years, AGCI has 
helped make sense of change across Earth’s natural and human systems. 
From uncovering surprises in how these systems work to communicating 
uncertainty with greater precision to enabling new ways of learning 
between and beyond disciplinary silos, AGCI has helped foster an agile and 
collaborative community of solutions-seekers.

We know firsthand the value of that community. Both of us encountered 
AGCI early in our careers—Roz at a workshop on food systems in 1992 and 
James at a workshop on water resource management in 2009—and our 
ongoing work with the Institute continues to inspire and motivate us, even 
and especially during these deeply troubling times. 

Humbled by the scale and complexity of the challenges we face in the 
coming decade, we share this strategic plan as a vision for how AGCI can 
contribute by working to advance science, catalyze solutions, and nurture 
community. To do this, some programming will look familiar to those who 
came to AGCI’s first workshop three decades ago. Additionally, AGCI will 
expand its platform for collaborative research, and we will more proactively 
support the work of practitioners to implement solutions. 

None of AGCI’s accomplishments to date would have been possible without 
the steadfast dedication of co-founder John Katzenberger, the support of 
funders, and the partnership of a widening community of collaborators. So 
it is with a great sense of honor and humility that we invite you to take part 
in continuing the work of AGCI as we move forward into the next decade. 

November 2020

Roz Naylor
Board President

James Arnott
Executive Director
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From our co-founder
This year marks the Aspen Global Change Institute’s thirtieth year. And at 
this inflection point in our history, it’s fitting to consider where we have 
been and what’s next. This five-year strategic plan affirms the importance 
of what we do, while at the same time crafting a new perspective on how 
to think about AGCI’s work moving forward.

In 1989, Charles “Rick” Chappell and I convened a small group of 
scholars in Aspen, Colorado, to consider the formation of an institute 
that would further the understanding of global change. That august 
group considered why it was important to do so, what the domain of 
work would be, and then sketched out a framework for how we might 
accomplish the task. The deliberations took into consideration how best 
to complement ongoing work in academia, government labs, the private 
sector, and international efforts.

From that starting point, we set out to tackle some of the most difficult 
aspects of the Earth’s systems: climate change, biodiversity loss, the 
ozone hole, the scale and scope of the human footprint, including 
its consequences and potential remedies. We did this through an 
interdisciplinary approach to the natural and social sciences, while 
recognizing the importance of education and the role of science in 
informing policy.

Participants in AGCI’s programs have included Nobel Prize-winners of 
chemistry and economics; early-, mid-, and late-career scholars; and 
increasingly, the growing community of practitioners working the space 
between science, technology, and society—the space where ideas meet 
reality. The work was important at the start, ever more so now.

Here, with the very capable new directorship of James Arnott, guidance 
of the Board of Directors, and implementation by AGCI staff, a vision for 
how to move forward is taking shape. Join us.

John Katzenberger
Founding Director, President Emeritus



Photo: Holly Mandarich on Unsplash
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“
Charles Coulston Gillispie
Science historian

...Knowledge finds its 
purpose in action and 
action its reason in 
knowledge.”

https://unsplash.com/@hollymandarich
https://unsplash.com/photos/K1hq1atFeYs


Purpose
This strategic plan outlines how the Aspen Global Change Institute will build on the foundation of its 
first 30 years. The plan leverages AGCI’s key strengths and legacy as a convenor and collaborator, 
while also aligning future work with newly developing capacities that extend the Institute’s impact. 
The following pages set forth five values, three goals, and three programs that embody 
AGCI’s mission and map a path to fulfilling it. In addition, we briefly describe key mechanisms for 
accomplishing this plan and make commitments to sustainability, broadly defined. Finally, we invite 
readers to join us by sharing your ideas, following our progress, offering partnership, or otherwise 
helping make this plan a reality. 

Vision
This is the decade when global change takes 
center stage. As our increasingly volatile 
planet pushes closer to the edge of dangerous 
thresholds, humanity’s actions or inactions 
over the coming years will shape the future 
course for Earth and its inhabitants.

Society’s grand challenge, as framed by 
economist Kate Raworth, is to create a safe 
and just operating space for humanity. 
Making this space requires action at speed 
and scale to help society mitigate threats 
such as climate change and biodiversity loss. 
At the same time, securing a safe and just 
future requires ambitious steps to elevate 
societal well-being by expanding access to key 
resources such as energy, water, food, and 
education. 

Rising to these challenges will require all 
hands on deck—and the deck must be large 
enough to include the range of expertise and 
people poised to contribute. As a research 
institute spanning the boundary between 
science and solutions, AGCI is positioned to 
help advance the knowledge, catalyze the 
actions, and nurture the community and 
culture needed to make this vision a reality.

Photo: Michael Rivera on Unsplash
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https://unsplash.com/@michaelrivera_ph
https://unsplash.com/photos/vTo0_FNHdm0


Mission
To help society meet the challenges that lie ahead, the Aspen Global Change Institute advances 
global change science and solutions by furthering interdisciplinary understanding and 
nurturing community to catalyze science-informed action. To accomplish this, AGCI engages 
solutions-seekers—including researchers, practitioners, boundary-spanners, citizens, and learners 
of all ages—through convening, collaborative research, education, and communications. Like global 
change itself, this mission is broad, cutting across systems, geographies, and the domains of research 
and practice. Our work to span these boundaries takes place at local, regional, and global scales.

Values
AGCI looks to a set of shared values to guide 
the decisions and actions of leadership and 
staff in pursuit of our mission. Each core 
value inspires the work and permeates the 
logic behind the Institute’s programming, 
partnerships, and administration: 

Action – Science and solutions lead to efforts 
that benefit society and the environment.

Excellence – Science and solutions are 
innovative, robust, and trusted.

Inclusivity – Science and solutions are 
advanced by individuals from diverse 
backgrounds and attend to justice and equity 
implications.

Openness – Science and solutions result in 
products and outcomes that are accessible 
and transparent.

Sustainability – Science and solutions 
are implemented in ways that support 
the sustainability of the Institute, the 
people working within it, and the broader 
communities in which it operates.  

Photo: United States Geological Survey on Unsplash
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Advance science of 
changing human 
and Earth systems
We need to better understand 
how society can safely operate 
within dynamic human and 
Earth systems and to satisfy 
innate human curiosity about 
how they work. 

AGCI will continue its three-
decade effort to advance 
scientific understanding 
through interdisciplinary 
approaches that integrate 
knowledge on physical, 
natural, and social systems. 

Catalyze global 
change solutions 
at speed and scale
Collaboration and innovation 
across the realms of science 
and implementation are the 
ingredients needed to narrow 
gaps between knowledge and 
action quickly and effectively. 

AGCI will collaborate 
with policy makers and 
practitioners to co-generate 
relevant, reliable, and 
reputable knowledge and 
solutions that help societies 
mitigate and adapt to the 
impacts of global change. 

Nurture solutions-
seeking community 
and culture
Tackling complex problems 
requires vibrant and diverse 
communities that can 
cross boundaries between 
disciplines, combine expertise 
from research and practice, and 
promote inclusive norms and 
practices.

AGCI will use its convening 
ability and collaborative 
approach to nurture innovative 
and diverse communities of 
solutions-seekers worldwide.

Goals AGCI’s mission is pursued through three intersecting goals: advancing science, 
catalyzing solutions, and nurturing a community of solutions-seekers. 

Nurture 
Community

Advance 
Science

Catalyze 
Solutions
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Discovery Application

Traditional research settings 
often separate discovery 
and application even though 
many breakthroughs result 
when these goals converge. 
AGCI programming connects 
the two by providing 
opportunities for solutions-
seekers to learn from each 
other and work together. 

Examples include AGCI’s work 
to advance climate change 
adaptation science and 
practice. In areas such as water 
management, opportunities 
exist to advance research on 
climate, hydrology, and human  
judgment and decision-making 
while also working to improve 
applications for practitioners. 
AGCI works collaboratively 
alongside water managers, 
hydrologists, climate scientists, 
and social scientists to leverage 
benefits for both discovery and 
application. 

Process Outcome

While the coming decade 
requires swift, purposeful 
actions, the durability 
of solutions depends on 
effective processes to 
inform and implement 
them. AGCI programming 
supports strong and inclusive 
processes that can tackle 
problems at speed and scale. 

AGCI’s time-tested approach to 
building community through 
workshops also extends to work 
in other solutions-oriented 
initiatives. For example, AGCI 
convenes the Crux Alliance, 
a group of NGOs working to 
reduce carbon emissions in 
the largest greenhouse gas-
emitting sectors and regions 
(see sidebar, page 14). In 
addition to working toward 
measurable, tangible outcomes, 
AGCI also supports learning 
and collaboration between 
organizations and sectors.

Specialization Integration

Advancing science and solutions 
to the challenges of our time 
requires deep understanding 
of individual systems and 
their parts as well as broad 
appreciation for how systems 
interact and evolve together. 
AGCI’s programs amplify both 
specialized and integrated 
ways of knowing through 
collaboration with specialists, 
generalists, and those skilled at 
navigating the space between.

For example, AGCI’s long-term, 
community-supported soil 
moisture and weather monitoring 
program (see sidebar, page 
12), typifies how AGCI seeks to 
span the boundary between 
specialization and integration. 
Here, expertise on monitoring, 
ecology, and hydrology, along with 
local practical expertise, helps 
advance knowledge in specialized 
domains while also contributing 
to a more complete view of the 
local impacts of global change.

Achieving goals by spanning boundaries 
AGCI’s interdisciplinary work, by nature, gravitates toward the intersections of our goals. We find these 
boundary spaces offer some of the most fertile ground for advancing our mission. By working to span 
these boundaries, we seek to harness the synergies and productive tensions existing within them. 
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Program

Working group discussion at August 2019 AGCI workshop. 
Photo: Jeremy Signorini
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To advance science, inform solutions, and nurture community and culture, AGCI organizes its work 
within three major program areas: workshops, research, and practice. While each of these 
areas provides a distinct approach and logic, the boundaries between them are porous.  

Individual activities may straddle multiple program areas, and staff are encouraged to leverage 
synergies between different workstreams. Furthermore, research and practice programs build on 
AGCI’s core competencies in interdisciplinary global change science, convening and collaboration, 
and program management.  

Workshops 
Building on a 30-year track record, AGCI 
workshops remain the backbone of the 
Institute’s pursuit of its mission, values, and 
goals. AGCI’s workshops will continue to 
advance understanding of complex topics by 
spurring new ideas and collaborations among 
a diverse group of early-, mid-, and late-
career scholars and practitioners and will also 
continue to generate highly visible, openly 
accessible products.

Topics for AGCI workshops are contributed 
by experts in a variety of fields and vetted 
by AGCI’s science advisors. The Institute will 
continue to guide the selection of workshop 
topics to reflect the breadth and depth of 
global change research, prioritizing topics 
to address changing social and planetary 
conditions. Upcoming workshops will examine 
urban resilience to extreme heat, climate 
information use, extreme events in the Arctic, 
and machine learning for Earth systems. You 
can access all past and upcoming events at 
www.agci.org/sciencesessions.

Additionally, the workshops will continue to 
engage broader audiences by holding public 
lectures in conjunction with each workshop 
and sharing streaming videos and other 
workshop products. Workshops will also 
provide a basis for ongoing connection to 

the international network of global change 
researchers and practitioners who, in turn, 
inform and engage with other AGCI programs. 

AGCI will continue to innovate our workshop 
model. We are currently exploring virtual 
methods  and experimenting with alternative 
workshop formats and durations, such as 
recurring workshops organized on a similar 
topic. We will also continuously evolve AGCI’s 
workshops to be more diverse and inclusive. 
Specific goals include achieving gender 
balance among participants, increasing 
participation of BIPOC scientists and 
practitioners, and adopting new protocols 
and procedures to create a workshop 
environment where all attendees are 
supported, learn, share, and thrive. 

http://www.agci.org/sciencesessions


Presentation and group discussion at September 2019 AGCI workshop on land use change. Photo: Jeremy Signorini
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Sensing the signal 
in the soil 
AGCI manages the interactive Roaring 
Fork Observation Network (iRON), 
a community-supported, long-term 
research program. Designed to improve 
understanding of mountain ecosystems 
and hydrology in the context of a changing 
climate, this program engages with local 
stakeholders to identify and address 
key questions around local climate 
change impacts. The iRON consists of 
ten field monitoring stations located 
throughout the Roaring Fork watershed of 
Colorado’s Rocky Mountains. At different 
elevations from the Continental Divide 

to the Colorado River, iRON collects and 
publicly shares data on environmental 
conditions such as soil moisture, soil 
and air temperature, rainfall, and snow 
depth. These data are additionally 
supplemented by periodic vegetation 
surveys. Soil moisture is increasingly 
understood by scientists as a critical 
link between ecology, water supplies, 
weather, and climate. Over time, the 
patterns and changes revealed through 
iRON’s growing set of observations will 
yield critical insights that can help local 
decision makers, resource managers and 
other stakeholders, and researchers better 
understand and manage the impacts of a 
changing climate on mountain land and 
water resources. 

Elise Osenga, AGCI Community Science Manager, adjusts sensor 
at the Independence Pass iRON station. Photo: Karin Teague
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Research 
AGCI research will foster new discoveries while 
supporting the research needs of those seeking to 
implement solutions. In doing so, AGCI provides 
a platform to advance innovative research 
approaches and cultures that can link scientific 
knowledge with solutions. AGCI encourages new 
or different ways of doing research that can be 
more difficult to pursue in traditional research 
institutional settings, such as knowledge co-
production, community science (see sidebar on 
iRON), synthesis, and sustained assessment.  

Research currently underway by staff and fellows 
focuses on climate change impacts on water 
resources, the use of climate information in 
decision-making, and the impact of COVID-19 
on collaborative research. Focus areas are 
anticipated to evolve over time as they adapt 
to the expertise of staff, collaborators, and 
guidance from members of AGCI’s boards. Moving 
forward, AGCI will continue to leverage its flexible 
institutional structure to build institutional 
capacity for generating new discoveries and 
applications. Along the way, these research efforts 
will also offer opportunities for students and 
early-career professionals.

AGCI’s research efforts also build on our role as a 
facilitator and community-builder. In addition to 
producing new research, AGCI pursues additional 
opportunities to help sustain and expand more 
collaborative, cross-disciplinary research efforts 
across the constellation of organizations working 
to advance science and solutions. For example, 
AGCI staff and fellows can provide leadership in 
professional societies (e.g., American Geophysical 
Union) as well as more informal communities of 
research and practice.



Panorama of the Maroon Bells in fall. Photo: JusDaFax | CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/69847503@N05/9934273226
https://www.flickr.com/photos/69847503@N05
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/?ref=ccsearch&atype=rich


Technician checks wind turbine, Ascension Auxiliary Airfield. 
Photo: Lance Cheung | CC BY 2.0
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Practice 
Much of AGCI’s legacy and aforementioned work 
will be for naught if well-conceived actions and 
tools fail to be implemented or used. Therefore, 
AGCI will work to support the implementation 
of solutions in practice, focusing on areas where 
we can leverage our institutional knowledge and 
relationships to make an impact. Current focus 
areas include working to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions in the world’s top emitting countries 
and sectors and supporting climate change 
adaptation in the Mountain West region.

A primary means by which AGCI supports practice 
is through technical assistance and support 
to decision makers. Through collaborations in 
governmental and non-governmental settings, 
AGCI builds relationships with planners, policy 
makers, resource managers, and others 
who are making decisions or implementing 
concrete actions. Rather than employ lobbying, 
electioneering, or grassroots activism, this 
programming supports work where commitments 
to action have already been made and where help 
is needed to pursue implementation.

A key component of this effort will be to reduce 
transaction costs so that practical solutions can 
scale more quickly and cost-effectively. One 
approach to this is exemplified by the Mountain 
West Climate Services Partnership, where AGCI 
convenes climate service providers to expand 
affordable access to climate information, tools, 
and supporting resources for western U.S. 
communities. AGCI will also continue to serve as 
a fiscal sponsor to provide low-cost institutional 
support to solutions-oriented initiatives that can 
be implemented by partnering individuals and 
organizations.

Getting to the Crux 
of the matter
AGCI convenes the Crux Alliance, a 
group of loosely affiliated organizations 
that share a similar approach to climate 
mitigation. The Crux Alliance works with 
policy makers in the four largest carbon-
emitting sectors—power, transportation, 
buildings, and industry—across 20 of the 
highest emitting countries worldwide, 
including China, the U.S., India, and the 
European Union. Through convening 

and providing financial support, AGCI 
helps the Alliance become a force 
multiplier that increases both the scale 
and intensity of efforts to drive down 
carbon emissions in the places that 
most need it. In addition to fostering 
cross-sector learning, AGCI oversees a 
Secretariat for the Crux Alliance, which 
is charged with program management 
and searching out ways to maximize the 
collective impact of the Alliance.

https://flic.kr/p/6EyAxP
https://www.flickr.com/photos/lancecheungmedia/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/


Downtown Fort Collins, Colorado. Photo: Wikimedia | CC BY 3.0

Colorado River in Colorado. Photo: Rennett Stowe | CC BY 2.0

Photo: Jason Blackeye on Unsplash

Photo: CHUTTERSNAP on Unsplash
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Downtown_Fort_Collins_Colorado.jpg 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/deed.en
https://www.flickr.com/photos/10393601@N08/9741119871
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tomsaint/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
https://unsplash.com/@jeisblack
https://unsplash.com/photos/nyL-rzwP-Mk
https://unsplash.com/@chuttersnap
https://unsplash.com/photos/xfaYAsMV1p8
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Mechanisms
This strategic plan intentionally leaves many aspects of its implementation for iterative 
development over the next five years. However, we envision strength in the following 
fundamental areas will be pivotal.

Board of Directors 
& Advisory Board 
AGCI is governed by a Board of Directors, 
which serves in a fiduciary capacity for the 
Institute. The Board of Directors, together 
with an advisory board, also provides 
guidance to AGCI’s programming and scientific 
direction. By adopting this plan, the Board of 
Directors commits to supporting this vision 
and its implementation over time. During the 
period of this plan, the Board aims to expand 
and diversify its membership to become more 
representative of the communities in which 
AGCI operates and the constituencies AGCI 
serves.

Staff
AGCI’s core staff is the beating heart of the 
Institute. While often connected to each 
other virtually, AGCI staff are grounded in 
their communities and regularly connect 
with each other in person. To achieve the 
goals and programming outlined in this plan, 
staff culture and management will first and 
foremost orient around the mission, values, 
and goals set forth here. This plan envisions 
that staff size, skill sets, and composition will 
adapt over time to meet program demands 
rather than growing (or contracting) for its 
own sake. 

Collaborations
Institutional partnerships, granting and 
contractual arrangements, fellowships, and 
internships offer myriad ways to extend the 
impact of AGCI and broaden its network of 
collaborators. For example, internships and 
student fellowships can provide training 
opportunities for early-career researchers 
and practitioners, while senior fellowships for 
research or practice can provide a platform 
for those already established to help advance 
AGCI’s mission and support institutional 
development. Sponsored programs, including 
fiscal sponsorships, provide another mechanism 
for individuals and groups to work with AGCI in 
pursuit of our mission.

Facilities & 
Administration
As a national organization with limited physical 
assets, AGCI operates as an “institute without 
walls.” In this regard, AGCI will continue to 
grow and flex its administrative capacity in 
order to manage an increasingly diverse set 
of programs, partnerships, and funders. One 
near-term priority is to develop a “digital 
home” for AGCI consisting of a database for 
preserving institutional memory and a website 
to showcase AGCI’s work to the world. AGCI 
will also purchase or rent physical facilities, as 
needed, to inspire and execute programming 
that requires hosting or place-based research. 
Such facilities may include spaces that support 
workshop programming, in-person staff 
meetings, and fellowships and internships.
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Sustainability
AGCI will serve as an example for how organizations can accomplish their work sustainably. AGCI 
considers sustainability to include direct global and local environmental impacts from our activities, 
long-term financial security, and the resilience of the people the Institute supports, such as staff and 
partners. In these areas, we outline specific efforts AGCI will take to foster sustainability.

Reducing our own environmental impact
AGCI commits to reduce and offset the greenhouse gas emissions from its activities by at least 
50% by 2025 and to become carbon neutral by 2030 (relative to a 2017-2019 baseline).

AGCI commits to reduce consumption, waste, and the impact of its work on other 
resources (e.g., food waste, plastic, etc.).

Ensuring long-term financial security
AGCI will create an endowment to provide a source of sustained, long-term revenue to 
support programming.

AGCI will seek to diversify revenue sources and consider the financial sustainability of 
core programs as one indicator of their success.

Enhancing personal resilience
AGCI will foster an institutional culture and implement policies that sustain and 
support the people who make this work possible. This begins with recognizing our staff 
and colleagues as “whole people” in how we operate the Institute, proactively encouraging staff to 
manage work-life balance, and providing resources to help them navigate both the physical and 
emotional hardships associated with living in an increasingly volatile and disrupted world.

Evaluation
Our approach to evaluating progress toward the goals expressed in this plan will evolve as 
implementation gets underway. AGCI envisions the use of developmental evaluation, goal-setting 
systems such as Objectives and Key Results (OKRs), and other approaches that support learning by 
doing. We also envision that consistent tracking of key indicators of success—both quantitative and 
qualitative—will help the Institute understand the impact of our work and communicate it to various 
audiences and constituencies.

We invite those interested in learning along with AGCI to stay tuned for upcoming reports on our 
progress in implementing this plan. 



Join Us
AGCI welcomes ideas, partnerships, and support 
from the global community of organizations and 
individuals that share our vision of working to build 
a safer and more just world. 

Share your 
feedback
Please share your thoughts 
and ideas about this plan and 
how to implement it. We will 
be including an expanding 
set of more specific ideas in 
appendices to this plan. To 
share yours, contact AGCI 
Executive Director James 
Arnott at jamesa@agci.org. 

Watch us evolve 
Check back to see how the 
elements of this plan grow 
and evolve over time.

Stay connected  
Join our mailing list and 
follow us on social media.

        @aspenglobal

        @aspenglobal

        linkedin.com/company/aspen-
global-change-institute/

Contribute  
If you would like to make a financial 
contribution to support the work of 
AGCI, please donate at www.agci.org/
about/donate or send your contribution 
by mail to the address below.

November 2020 
© 2020 Aspen Global Change Institute 
104 Midland Avenue, Suite 205 
Basalt, CO 81621  
(970) 925-7376 
www.agci.org

Photo: Hugo Kruip on Unsplash
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mailto:jamesa%40agci.org?subject=
https://agci.us10.list-manage.com/subscribe/post?u=f93d12a8b30c1526e27d558f1&id=f21186a587
https://www.facebook.com/aspenglobal
https://twitter.com/aspenglobal
https://www.linkedin.com/company/aspen-global-change-institute/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/aspen-global-change-institute/
https://www.agci.org/about/donate
https://www.agci.org/about/donate
http://www.agci.org
https://unsplash.com/@hugo1951
https://unsplash.com/photos/UYoLOPzv_t4

