
ACHIEVING
THE

IMPOSSIBLE
LAYING THE GROUNDWORK FOR 

A TRANSFORMED ILLINOIS

Illinois Policy Institute – Illinois Policy

2016
ANNUAL REPORT

1



2

05 06

07 10

14 16

18 21

22 24

Letter from the CEO Who we are

The team
Revealing the truth about 
Mike Madigan

Defending taxpayers 
against tax hikes

Standing up for worker freedom Balancing the scales of power

Giving Illinoisans a second chance

Holding lawmakers accountable

Marketing and communications

28 30Financial report Looking ahead

TABLE OF CONTENTS



3

05 06

07 10

14 16

18 21

22 24

Letter from the CEO Who we are

The team
Revealing the truth about 
Mike Madigan

Defending taxpayers 
against tax hikes

Standing up for worker freedom Balancing the scales of power

Giving Illinoisans a second chance

Holding lawmakers accountable

Marketing and communications

28 30Financial report Looking ahead

TABLE OF CONTENTS



4



5

In many ways, 2016 showed us that what many deem impossible isn’t out of reach.

A political outsider everyone dismissed as unelectable clinched the presidency. The Cubs won the World 
Series.

These “impossible” wins weren’t the result of sheer luck. Take the Cubs’ victory, for example. The team’s 
owners spent years investing in and rebuilding a team that had become famous for being Major League 
Baseball’s lovable losers. 

Success didn’t happen overnight (you may recall the 101 lost games in 2012). In the end, however, the 
Cubs laid the groundwork needed to win the championship, and ultimately broke a 108-year drought.

That’s what we’re doing here in Illinois.

When I first set out on this journey in 2007, many said Illinois was a lost cause. People told me we would 
never see a Republican governor again. They told me Madigan would expand his supermajority control year 
after year. People said donors and business leaders had given up, and that this fight was not worth pursuing.

But, when I laid out a vision for what seemed daunting and impossible, many of you said, “I’m in.” I am so 
deeply grateful that you are willing to invest in and work for Illinois’ future. 

Make no mistake: This road is steep and long. But we are far up the trail heading to the mountaintop. With 
your continued support, we’re laying the groundwork needed for a transformed Illinois. We’re making the 
impossible possible.

As you read this Annual Report, you’ll see how we defeated tax hikes (page 18), stood up for workers’ 
rights (page 14) and continued to chip away at House Speaker Mike Madigan’s power (page 10).

The next two years will be critical in determining Illinois’ trajectory. Thanks to you, we have momentum on 
our side. I’m deeply grateful that you are with us on this journey to see Illinois rise once again.

John Tillman
CEO 



THE TEAM

6

WHO WE ARE

ILLINOIS POLICY INSTITUTE

ILLINOIS POLICY

A nonpartisan, nonprofit research organization, the Illinois Policy 
Institute’s mission is to transform liberty principles into marketable 
policies that become law. The Institute’s vision is for Illinois to be 
a beacon of prosperity that will shine across the Midwest and the 
nation. To achieve these goals, the Institute generates practical policy 
solutions to unleash Illinois’ talent and entrepreneurial ability.

A nonpartisan, nonprofit advocacy organization, Illinois Policy exists 
to directly engage government officials on a vision of a freer, more 
prosperous society.
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REVEALING 
THE TRUTH ABOUT 
MIKE MADIGAN

State Rep. Mike Madigan is the longest-serving state House speaker in the nation, and at the end of 
2018 will be the longest-serving state House speaker in U.S. history. But he stayed mostly behind the 
scenes for decades. As a result, few Illinoisans understood how Madigan amassed his immense power, 
how he maintains control, and how he personally profits from the system he’s created. 

But in September 2016, that changed.

Illinois Policy used video, storytelling and more to expose Madigan’s rise to power, his corruption and 
his destruction of Illinois in a way that has never been done before.

The centerpiece of the marketing campaign was a full-length documentary that told the story of 
Madigan’s political career, and how he consolidated power during his more than 30 years in office. The 
film, titled “Madigan: Power. Privilege. Politics,” also documented how Madigan personally profits from 
Illinois’ high property taxes.

In addition to the documentary, Senior Writer Austin Berg published a series of articles highlighting 
Madigan. Illinois Policy also created corresponding cartoons, radio segments, promotional materials and 
even a life-size Mike Madigan mascot.
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Illinois Policy reached hundreds of 
thousands of Illinoisans with the truth 
about Mike Madigan and his decadeslong 
grip on power. In fact, the film’s trailer 
alone was viewed 1.5 million times. 

The film and corresponding promotional 
materials also captured significant 
media attention, receiving nearly 250 
media placements including the Chicago 
Tribune, the Chicago Sun-Times, The 
State Journal-Register and the Belleville 
News-Democrat.

MOST IMPORTANTLY, 
ILLINOIS POLICY’S 
MARKETING CAMPAIGN 
CHANGED THE PUBLIC 
AND MEDIA NARRATIVES 
DURING A CRITICAL TIME 
IN OUR STATE.  

TRA ILER  V I EWS

F ILM SEGMENT
V IEWS

F ILM V I EWS

SCREEN ING
ATTENDEES

1,731,545

428,452 

BY  THE  NUMBERS

137,170 

1,564 
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As 2016 came to a close, Democratic state 
representatives from across the state were 
hesitant to voice their support for electing 
Madigan to another term as speaker of the 
Illinois House. It was even rumored that 
another Democratic representative considered 
challenging Madigan.

This is a clear sign that power is shifting 
in Springfield. For decades, Democratic 
representatives faithfully cast their first vote 
of each legislative session to elect Madigan 
as speaker of the House. Doing otherwise 
would pit them against the “king of Illinois.” 
But in January 2017, state Rep. Scott Drury, 
a Democrat from the Lake Forest area, voted 
“present” during the vote for Madigan as 
speaker of the House. This is the first time 
that’s happened in 30 years.

When describing the reasons behind this shift, 
The News Gazette’s Jim Dey explained:

Compounding those negatives is a 
60-minute documentary, produced by the 
Springfield-based Illinois Policy … and 
televised across the state, that presented 
an accurate-but-unflattering portrait of how 
Madigan acquired power and then wealth 
by combining his vast political influence 
with business.

Screening at the Tivoli Theatre in Downers Grove, Ill.

Screening at the Tivoli theater, Downers Grove, IL
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A “MUST-SEE 
FOR ANYBODY 

INVOLVED 
IN ILLINOIS 
POLITICS.”
- Chicago Sun-Times
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The U.S. Supreme Court’s 2014 Harris v. Quinn ruling ensured home health care and day care provid-
ers have the right to fully opt out of the Service Employees International Union. The union, however, 
has done everything in its power to keep this information from providers.

To counter this, the Illinois Policy Institute launched a marketing campaign to inform home health care 
and day care providers of their right to opt out of the union.

Through a combination of informational mailings, digital outreach and in-person outreach, we helped 
over 2,300 providers opt out of the SEIU in 2016. This means providers kept $700,000 in their own 
pockets to pay for the things they need.

Illinois Policy Institute staff went door to door in 2016 to help providers opt out of the SEIU.
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The Illinois Policy Institute’s litigation partner, the Liberty Justice 
Center, continued to defend worker freedom through precedent-
setting litigation including:

The village of Lincolnshire voted to become the first Right-to-Work 
municipality in Illinois. Shortly thereafter, four unions filed a lawsuit 
in federal court to fight the ordinance. The Liberty Justice Center is 
representing the village of Lincolnshire. If successful, this case could 
open up the opportunity for municipalities to enact Right to Work in 
blue states across the country.

LITIGATING FOR 
WORKER FREEDOM

The Liberty Justice Center is representing two Illinois state workers 
who object to paying union fees. The case, which is pending before 
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit, has the potential to 
end compulsory agency or “fair share” fees to unions as a condition 
of employment for government workers across the country.

JANUS V. AFSCME 

INTERNATIONAL UNION OF OPERATING 
ENGINEERS V. VILLAGE OF LINCOLNSHIRE
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KEEPING TAXPAYERS’ VOICE AT THE TABLE IN 
UNION CONTRACT NEGOTIATIONS
In 2015, Illinois House Speaker Mike Madigan tried – and failed – to remove the governor from 
negotiations with the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees and replace him 
with a panel of unelected arbitrators.

Madigan tried to pass a similar bill two more times in spring 2016. But Illinois Policy once again 
protected taxpayers’ seat at the negotiating table.

This kept Gov. Bruce Rauner in his rightful place as the voice of Illinois taxpayers in negotiations with 
AFSCME.

BALANCING THE 
SCALES OF POWER
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CHANGING THE NARRATIVE ON UNION DEMANDS
Rauner has refused to cave to AFSCME’s unrealistic demands. And as a result, AFSCME leaders 
routinely paint the governor as “extreme” and claim he is destroying Illinois’ middle class.

The Illinois Policy Institute team read through the entirety of AFSCME’s current contract, as well as 
Rauner’s proposed contract. One thing was clear: There is a large gap between the pay, benefits and 
expectations of state government employees and private-sector workers. Our team found, for example, 
that state workers receive overtime pay after a 37.5-hour workweek, up to 25 paid vacation days and 
13 paid holidays.

The Illinois Policy Institute used these clear-cut examples and a variety of methods – including videos, 
cartoons and insightful articles – to illustrate the disparity between AFSCME’s demands and the plight 
of Illinois’ middle class. For example, Senior Writer Austin Berg wrote an article titled “Illinois’ AFSCME 
contract needs a reality check.” The piece was published on our website and in 12 newspapers across 
the state. Our team then brought the article to life by creating a video depicting the life of “George,” an 
Illinois state worker. The video garnered over 295,000 views.

UNCHARTED TERRITORY
The state of Illinois ended 2016 in uncharted territory. The Illinois Labor Relations Board declared an 
impasse, allowing the governor to implement his last, best offer. AFSCME, in turn, filed a lawsuit to 
attempt to block implementation of the governor’s contract.

Illinois’ past governors – Republicans and Democrats alike – all caved to AFSCME’s leaders’ demands 
before reaching this point. 

But this contract could change that. Rather than continuing to follow the same failed policies of the 
status quo, this contract could introduce reforms needed to lower the cost of government and bring jobs 
and growth back to Illinois.
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DEFENDING TAXPAYERS
AGAINST TAX HIKES

The Illinois Policy Institute continued to demonstrate that Illinois has a spending problem, not a revenue 

problem. Our research showed that the state’s tax-and-spend approach is crushing the private sector – 

and has led to a record number of Illinoisans fleeing the state.



This research, coupled with Illinois Policy’s advocacy work, helped constituents, media and other 
influencers understand the economic harm of tax-and-spend policies. The public applied pressure, and 
Madigan and his allies were unable to pass another unbalanced, unconstitutional budget or more tax 
increases. During the spring 2016 legislative session Illinois Policy defeated:

19

Bob Anderson leads a property tax protest outside the Thompson Center in downtown Chicago.

For the third time in three years, Madigan tried to pass a 3 percent tax on income over $1 million per 
year. Illinois Policy’s government affairs team worked with lawmakers on both sides of the aisle to 
ensure the tax failed.

MADIGAN’S MILLIONAIRE TAX

Democratic lawmakers tried, once again, to replace Illinois’ fair, flat tax with a progressive income tax. 
Illinois Policy launched a holistic marketing campaign, showing how the tax would harm small businesses 
and the middle class. In the end, the tax failed.

PROGRESSIVE INCOME TAX

Senate President John Cullerton proposed to track Illinois drivers wirelessly and tax them 1.5 cents per 
mile. Illinois Policy quickly highlighted the proposal online and in the media, showing why it was a bad 
deal for Illinoisans. We also asked our social media community to respond, and they flooded Cullerton’s 
office with calls against the tax. Within days, Cullerton announced he would not move forward with the 
legislation.

CULLERTON’S ROAD-USE TAX



20



21

HOLDING LAWMAKERS ACCOUNTABLE
A key part of Illinois Policy’s strategy is to build a capacity that can distribute information quickly and 
effectively. This allows us to educate the public about how well – or poorly – their legislators are 
serving them, and enables the public to hold lawmakers accountable for their actions, whether good 
or bad.

In May 2016, amid the last-minute scuffle to vote on Madigan’s $7 billion out-of-balance budget, the 
Illinois Policy Institute captured telling video footage of Madigan & Co.’s approach to budgeting.

As shown in the video, then-state Rep. Dwight Kay, R-Glen Carbon, questioned state Rep. Barbara 
Flynn Currie, D-Chicago, about the utility of specific line items in Madigan’s proposed budget. Currie, 
one of Madigan’s lieutenants, defended the spending on the first few matters raised by Kay and then 
repeated “ditto” in response to questions on subsequent items.

The video created quite a stir.

It was viewed more than 1.6 million times and generated more than 4,000 comments. The video also 
caught media attention. The Chicago Tribune editorial board highlighted the video in one of its columns, 
explaining: 
 

FOR MANY, THESE SIX MINUTES ENCAPSULATE THE DYSFUNCTION OF ILLINOIS’ 
LEGISLATURE AND ITS LACKADAISICAL APPROACH TOWARD THE SPENDING THAT 
HAS RUINED ILLINOIS’ FINANCES.
This is just one example. Throughout 2016, the Illinois Policy Institute enabled voters to hold 
lawmakers from across the state accountable for their actions. And those lawmakers felt the pressure. 
When explaining her recent defeat, former state Rep. Kate Cloonen, D-Kankakee, explained: “I can say 
that I have been hammered for two years by the Illinois Policy Institute.”

When questioned about specific line items in Madigan’s $7 billion out-of-balance  
budget, state Rep. Barbara Flynn Currie, D-Chicago, continually responded, “Ditto.” 
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GIVING 
ILLINOISANS 
A SECOND 
CHANCE
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Each year, more than 30,000 people are released from Illinois prisons and face the challenge of
re-entering society. But they’re often locked out of opportunities because of bad state policies. For 
example, there are over 100 professional and business licenses that are denied to individuals with a 
felony record.

This lack of access to legitimate jobs feeds a cycle of crime and recidivism, broken homes and poverty.

THIS YEAR, ILLINOIS POLICY LED A COALITION OF ORGANIZATIONS FROM ACROSS 
THE IDEOLOGICAL SPECTRUM TO PASS LEGISLATION TO REMOVE THESE BARRIERS. 
THIS WORK RESULTED IN GOV. BRUCE RAUNER SIGNING FOUR OF ILLINOIS POLICY’S 
CRIMINAL JUSTICE REFORM BILLS INTO LAW IN 2016.

Lisa Creason, a single mom from Decatur, watches Gov. Bruce Rauner sign a bill into law that 
will give her the opportunity to provide for her family as a registered nurse.
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MARKETING AND 
COMMUNICATIONS

Our award-winning marketing and communications teams use strategic, data-driven marketing to reach 
the right people through the right channels with the right message. And as you can see below, our 
reach continues to grow.

Illinois Policy has become one of the largest and most engaged online communities in the state. 
And our community flexed its muscle in 2016, sending tens of thousands of petitions, emails and 
calls into lawmaker offices. 

Activating our online community has allowed us to enable voters to hold lawmakers accountable 
and has helped us advance our mission of turning liberty principles into marketable policies that 
become law.

10 .5 MILL ION
ONLINE VIDEO 
VIEWS

4 .3  MILL ION
WEBSITE VISITS

63
OP-EDS
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MARKETING AND 
COMMUNICATIONS
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The Illinois Policy Institute and Illinois Policy had more than 3,500 media placements this year – 
ranging from national media, such as Fox News and The Wall Street Journal, to targeted local media, 
such as the Belleville News-Democrat.

Several Illinois Policy Institute
staff members also have regularly 
appearing columns in news media 
across the state:
• Diana Rickert is published monthly in the         
  Chicago Tribune

• Austin Berg’s weekly column is syndicated 
  across an average of 13 newspapers 

• Hilary Gowins is a Huffington Post contributor

• Austin Berg is published on ChicagoNow

1,000,00

2,000,00

3,000,00

4,000,00

5,000,00

6,000,00

7,000,00

2012

2,596

2013 2014 2015 2016
0

5,035
5,907 6,146

3,596

TOTAL  MED IA  APPEARANCES

Print

Online

TV

Radio

2,060

744

471

321

EARNED MED IA

John Tillman joined Fox 32 Chicago’s Mike 
Flannery on his Sunday program to discuss the 

Illinois Policy Institute’s report that found Illinois 
state workers are the highest-paid in the nation, 

when adjusted for cost of living.

The Illinois Policy Institute and CBS 2 worked 
together to highlight bloated school administrative 

salaries and pensions for which taxpayers are 
forced to pay.
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None of these Illinois Policy Institute or Illinois Policy victories would be possible without the continued 
support of our generous investors. As shown below, we experienced tremendous growth this year 
thanks to the thousands of Illinoisans who chose to stand with us.

ANNUAL  INCOME
2003 -  2016
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Program Development Administration

EXPEND ITURES

EXPEND ITURES Illinois Policy Institute Illinois Policy

PROGRAM

DEVELOPMENT

ADMINISTRATION
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$227,232.20

$160,896.86

TOTAL
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Illinois Policy
Institute
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94.26%
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 Policy 
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242 24 



30

Did you enjoy reading about how the Illinois Policy Institute and Illinois Policy put your support to work 
in 2016? I hope so.
 
From setting the policy agenda to stopping bad legislation while advancing good bills, we went to work 
every day focused on our mission to turn Illinois around.
 
We started the year with a big vision – and you believed in us. I was humbled by your generosity as I 
reviewed our 2016 fundraising numbers.
 
Even as we celebrate the record-setting year, I continue to remind our team that we have the awesome 
responsibility of earning your support each and every year. It’s one of our best accountability tools. Indeed, 
having to show our worth is one of the reasons we out-hustle our opponents.
 
Looking forward, I know the next two years will be a critical period in shaping Illinois’ story. Reformers like 
you and me have the wind at our backs. We’re poised to persuade even more Illinoisans to rally behind the 
policy changes needed to bring our state roaring back.
 
Everything we’ve done – from groundbreaking research to award-winning marketing to documentary-
making and beyond – has prepared us for this pivot point.
 
We’re more nimble and organized than ever before. And with your resolve and continuing belief based on 
past results, we’ll have greater resources than ever before. Help us scale up – your support is crucial for the 
important battles ahead.
 
Thank you for making everything we do possible. 

Kristina Rasmussen
President and Chief Operating Officer
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illinoispolicy.org/donatedonate +

@illinoispolicy

illinoispolicy.org

FOLLOW US

802 S. 2nd St.
Springfield, IL 62704

SPRINGFIELD OFFICE

190 S. LaSalle St. 
Suite 1500

Chicago, IL 60603

CHICAGO OFFICE


