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Everything at the Illinois Policy Institute and Il-
linois Policy is driven by our belief that the free 
market is the greatest force for good in the hu-
man sphere. We’re working toward an Illinois 
where every person can rise up and pursue their 
version of the American Dream. To make this vi-
sion a reality, we must transform bold, free-mar-
ket solutions into bills that become law.

That’s why during the past two years, we re-
searched which bills in Illinois move forward into 
law and why. Our team conducted an economet-
ric study that analyzed more than 27,345 Illinois 
bills introduced during the past decade.

In this 2019 Annual Report, you will read about 
how we used this data to design a strategy 
around building strong partnerships with the 
most e� ective lawmakers and influencers – in-
cluding nontraditional allies. As a result, last year 
more free-market bills advanced through the Il-
linois legislative process than ever before. And 
that success laid the groundwork for us work-
ing to ensure bills in our 2020 legislative agenda 
have bipartisan support – with both Republicans 
and Democrats as chief co-sponsors.

Because of your support, we’re finding common 
ground on some of the most important policy re-
forms in our state. We’re moving them forward to 
bring meaningful change. Continue reading on 

to page 16 to learn more about our refined ap-
proach to working in Springfield.

You’ll also read in this report about how Illinois 
Policy is building the largest taxpayer commu-
nity in Illinois. Last year, more than 6.7 million Il-
linoisans visited illinoispolicy.org (including the 
FBI, who visited our articles about corruption 
and House Speaker Mike Madigan more than 
1,200 times). You can read more about our re-
cord-breaking year of reach and growth on pag-
es 20 and 30.

No one else is doing this work to transform Il-
linois. But because of your investment, Illinois 
Policy Institute and Illinois Policy are. We’re us-
ing economic research, building relationships 
with the most e� ective lawmakers and turning 
common-sense, free-market policy solutions 
into law. 

Thank you for your support. You make it possible.

In liberty,

John Tillman
CEO and Chairman
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WHO WE ARE
A nonpartisan, nonprofit research orga-
nization, the Illinois Policy Institute’s mis-
sion is to transform liberty principles into 
marketable policies that become law. The 
Institute’s vision is for Illinois to be a bea-
con 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 orga-
nization, Illinois Policy exists to directly 
engage government officials on a vision 
of a freer, more prosperous society.
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Mike Madigan’s first real job was a patronage job. 

His father, a ward superintendent for Mayor 
Richard J. Daley, secured a stint for the future 
House speaker in the Chicago city law depart-
ment while he was in law school. He made a 
good impression. 

Naturally, Madigan’s second job was as a Dem-
ocratic ward committeeman on the city’s south-
west side. There, he turned municipal workers 
into foot soldiers for the party in the “machine” 
model Daley perfected. He was quickly moving 
up the political ranks. And his next job would be 
the most important one yet.

In 1970, Madigan was chosen as a delegate to the 
Illinois Constitutional Convention. And among 
many other topics, delegates needed to decide 
what the constitution should say about taxation. 

Often forgotten is that until 1969, Illinois had no 
income tax at all. That’s the year Republican Gov. 
Richard Ogilvie signed into law a flat income 
tax of 2.5% on individuals and 4% on corpora-
tions. This worried many of the delegates, who 

publicly debated at the Statehouse whether the 
state constitution should allow for a progressive 
income tax. Specifically, they feared voters would 
reject a constitution allowing for new tax brackets 
and higher rates so soon after a historic tax hike. 

This fear of taxpayer backlash is why the Illinois 
Constitution has a flat income tax protection. 
And 50 years later, it remains intact.

Madigan has since amassed the most concen-
trated power of any state lawmaker in American 
history, all with the backing of just a few thou-
sand voters near Midway Airport. 

But now, after his “yes” vote to put the progres-
sive income tax constitutional amendment on 
the ballot and a flurry of 20 new tax and fee hikes 
totaling $4.6 billion, Madigan faces an unprece-
dented statewide referendum on that power.

FIGHTING BACK
For more than a decade, special interest groups 
in Illinois have been waging a strategic campaign 
to remove Illinois’ flat tax protection. But year af-
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ter year, Illinois Policy defeated those efforts by 
developing strong research, prompting compel-
ling media coverage and amplifying the voices of 
 average Illinoisans in the halls of the Statehouse. 

It wasn’t until 2019 that the stars finally aligned 
for proponents. More than $4 million in advertis-
ing backing the proposal, historic pressure from 
the governor’s office and an unprecedented 
flurry of end-of-session horse-trading in a $45 
billion capital plan was enough to convince the 
necessary supermajority – on a party-line vote 
– to put the progressive tax amendment on the 
statewide ballot.

Convincing lawmakers is one thing. Now Illinois 
voters will have the historic opportunity to decide 
whether to support Madigan’s status quo or to re-
ject giving Springfield more taxing authority.

HOW THE NUMBERS WORK
•	 In order for the progressive tax to go into ef-

fect, the ballot question must hit one of two 
thresholds: either 60% of those voting on the 
question or a majority of those voting in the 
election must vote “yes.” 

•	 This fight will generate broad media attention 
as well as significant outreach from organi-
zations on both sides of the issue. As a result, 
we expect the drop-off rate to be low and are 
therefore targeting a 50% threshold.

Fortunately, Illinoisans are already seeing through 
the “fair tax” rhetoric. And polling data shine a light 
on the path forward. 

A We Ask America poll on the progressive tax in 
February 2019 found that 59% of respondents 
supported it. They re-ran the poll on May 29 and 
30 and found support had fallen to 51% among 
likely voters. While this trend is obviously encour-
aging, here’s what is most notable: As stated 
earlier, Pritzker and his allies spent more than $4 
million during that interim period. This meant they 
outspent us by nearly four to one. 

Nevertheless, we’re the ones gaining ground with 
voters. And the truth is, the progressive tax is not 
exceedingly popular with the public at baseline. 

We partnered in February 2019 with national-
ly recognized research firm Echelon Insights to 
conduct statewide polling on the progressive tax. 
The poll revealed that while 54% of respondents 
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showed support for a neutral question on the pro-
gressive tax, support dropped by 11 percentage 
points – to 43% – when respondents heard more 
information about the tax.

On top of this, we conducted hundreds of rounds 
of A/B testing throughout the legislative session 
to determine which anti-progressive tax messag-
es resonate most with voters. This means that we 
don’t simply have polling results, but actual data 
showing which messages compel voters to take 
action opposing the progressive tax. 

Similar efforts in other states provide insight as 
well. The last two states to put a progressive in-
come tax amendment on the ballot – Colorado 
in 2016 and Massachusetts in 2010 – both saw it 
voted down.

OUR STRATEGY
Pritzker and his allies revealed their strategy 
during the legislative fight: Spend millions on ads 
to amplify their message. This is a costly – and 
inefficient – strategy. We already know it can be 
beaten. That’s why instead of going toe-to-toe 
against Pritzker via media ad buys, we are fo-
cused on the following:

•	 Expand our community: We will grow our 
community – meaning those who have opted 
in to our email list – to 3 million Illinoisans. By 
building this audience we can message to in-
dividuals on a consistent basis with custom-
ized content. 

•	 Grow our activist network: We will edu-
cate, engage and activate the most effective 
members of our community through our Lin-
coln Lobby activist network. This network will 
be activated in a number of ways, but espe-
cially to conduct personalized outreach and 
door-knocking.

•	 Capture earned media: Our team has de-
veloped relationships with members of the 
traditional media throughout the state and 
the nation. We will leverage this network to 
encourage editorial boards to oppose the pro-
gressive income tax, and continue to secure 
placements highlighting original Illinois Policy 
Institute research and op-eds from our lead-
ership and policy teams exposing the dan-
gers of a progressive income tax.

We are already executing on these three strategic 
imperatives, as you will see throughout this an-
nual report: Learn more about the Lincoln Lobby 
on page 22, our marketing efforts on page 18 and 
media work on page 30. 

The progressive income tax hike has nothing to 
do with fairness. It will rob Illinoisans of jobs and 
opportunity while exposing the middle class to 
further attacks on their income. 

It has everything to do with power.

And through our work, Illinoisans will understand 
exactly that.
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AFFECTING 
21,821 FELLOW 

ILLINOISANS’ LIVES, 
AND COUNTING

There have been 21,821 Illinois public workers 
who decided unions didn’t represent their best 
interests since the U.S. Supreme Court freed 
them from forced union dues and fees on June 
27, 2018.

That means those public employees have at 
least $13 million extra in their pockets, plus the 
freedom to decide how best to spend it. They are 
no longer forced to subsidize inherently politi-
cal unions, and the union political stances with 
which they do not agree.
	
That $13 million was calculated with a conser-
vative estimate of $600 per worker in annual 
dues or fees. That was another $600 per work-
er that was more likely to be spent within the 
Illinois economy.

Janus v. AFSCME started in Illinois, where about 
370,000 public employees were given back 
their First Amendment rights for the first time in 
about 40 years. But the case’s impact was much 
broader, giving back the freedom to choose to 
about 5.5 million workers in 22 states.

The union sued in the case was the American 
Federation of State, County and Municipal Em-
ployees Council 31 in Illinois. That union in 2018 
spent just 17 cents of every $1 on “representational 
activities” – the duties most expected of a union 
by its members – according to its federal filing.

That poor of a return on investment would 
prompt the Wise Giving Alliance, a project of the 
Better Business Bureau, to flag AFSCME. The al-
liance expects a nonprofit to spend at least 65% 
of its revenue on program activities.

Other public unions also spent money in ways 
that showed members were not their top prior-
ity. The Illinois Education Association from 2013-
2018 spent just 13 cents of every $1 on represent-
ing workers, according to its federal filings.

Plaintiff Mark Janus, formerly a child support 
specialist for the state of Illinois, challenged the 
system that said it didn’t matter whether a gov-
ernment worker thought the union represent-
ed him or her well. The Illinois Policy Institute 
through its litigation partner, the Liberty Justice 
Center, and the National Right to Work Legal  
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Defense Foundation, helped end the world in 
which it didn’t matter whether a public worker 
liked the way the union focused on politics. They 
helped end the fear that failing to pay a union 
would cost public employees their jobs.

In 2019 the Illinois Policy Institute continued the 
work of the Janus decision by educating public 
employees about their rights.

Those efforts included:

•	 Continuing research on union spending priori-
ties using federal filing documents.

•	 Utilizing research to develop educational ma-
terials for direct mail pieces, which have yield-
ed the best levels of action. More than 150,000 
direct mail pieces were sent targeting AFSCME, 
SEIU, public school employees, personal assis-
tants, childcare providers and union retirees to 
help them choose whether to opt out of their 
union affiliations.

•	 Placing radio ads in Springfield and digital ads 
targeting state government buildings.

•	 Continuing surveys of public sector workers 
who opted out of their unions, focusing on the 
ease of process, reactions of unions and moti-
vators for opting out of union membership.

•	 Working to mitigate the impacts of Senate Bill 
1784, an attempt by state lawmakers to minimize 
the worker freedom gains from Janus v. AFSC-
ME and give unions access to workers’ private 
email addresses and cell phone numbers.

As we look ahead to 2020, the Illinois Policy Insti-
tute plans to continue vigorous efforts to share 
information about worker freedoms with public 
employees. Work to document union spending 
will continue so public workers know whether 
their values mesh with the spending priorities of 
their union. We will research and test our mes-
sages and how we deliver those messages, as 
well as seek to deliver the information public 
workers find most useful and need, especially 
when unions are actively trying to keep mem-
bers and potential members from learning about 
their rights.

With the right combination of strategies and ef-
fort, 2020 will see more workers get to voice their 
own political views as well as decide the best 
use of their hard-earned pay.

Ifeoma Nkemdi, Joe Ocol and Jeffry Bedore are among 
the 21,821 public sector workers who have chosen to opt 
out of their unions since the U.S. Supreme Court’s land-
mark case, Janus v. AFSCME.
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LEGISLATIVE 
AFFAIRS

BUILDING TOWARD A BETTER ILLINOIS ON A 
FOUNDATION OF BIPARTISAN RELATIONSHIPS

The 2019 spring legislative session was a re-
markable breakthrough for Illinois Policy. The uni-
fied effort proved to be superior to any other lobby-
ing entity in advancing taxpayer-friendly policies.

This past year Illinois Democrats had a superma-
jority of lawmakers in both the House and the Sen-
ate, plus a new Democratic governor, J.B. Pritzker. 
In order to effectively pass taxpayer-friendly bills, 
we had to meet lawmakers where they were at 
and convince them our solutions would work. 
That’s where our journey began in 2019.

We filed a total of 12 bills and four constitutional 
amendments in 2019. Of these 16 pieces of legis-
lation, 11 were championed by Democratic chief 
sponsors, and five by Republican chief sponsors. 
In total, Illinois Policy gained 73 unique sponsor-
ships, with 47 from Democratic lawmakers and 26 
from Republican. This means over 40% of the Illi-

nois General Assembly helped to sponsor at least 
one of Illinois Policy’s proposals.

Undoubtedly, connecting with both Democratic 
and Republican lawmakers boosted our success. 
Illinois Policy received a total of seven commit-
tee hearings on our legislative agenda bills. Each 
hearing advanced our work to educate lawmak-
ers and to ultimately pass taxpayer-friendly bills 
into law.

Our Lincoln Lobby activist network stepped up 
in big ways during the session. Lincoln Lobby 
members called their lawmakers to express 
their opinions on legislation, and they also filed 
witness slips with committees to express their 
position on bills in numbers that overwhelmed 
the opposition. Through these actions, the Lin-
coln Lobby provided a megaphone for taxpayers 
across the state to have their voices heard by the 
General Assembly.
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One Illinois Policy bill that received special atten-
tion and discussion was House Bill 3053, which 
would create the School District Efficiency Com-
mission. This commission would review the state’s 
852 school districts and make recommendations 
for consolidating districts as a way to direct more 
funding to classrooms and save property taxes. 
Experts from Illinois Policy had the opportunity 
to testify on behalf of this bill in committee three 
separate times during the legislative session.

We were proud to see one of our criminal justice 
reforms, Senate Bill 482, pass both chambers 
unanimously and then be signed into law by the 
governor. This new law restores fairness by waiv-
ing the fee associated with expunging records of 
people who were wrongfully arrested, charged or 
convicted in Cook County.

The law is in place for a test period, but the Gov-
ernment Affairs team in 2020 is working to make 
the fee waiver permanent and extend it through-
out Illinois. Also on the 2020 agenda is another 
push for the School District Efficiency Commis-
sion and major campaigns for changing the cost 
drivers and spending practices that are holding 
back Illinois.

Sturdy foundations were created in 2019 that we 
will use to build a path to a more transparent and 
prosperous Illinois.
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INSPIRING 
MILLIONS WITH 
A MESSAGE OF 

CHANGE

Without distribution, the best ideas have no im-
pact. That’s the essence of our marketing philoso-
phy at the Illinois Policy Institute. We are obsessed 
with delivering the right message to the right au-
dience at the right time to spur meaningful action.

No other group in statehouse advocacy, in any 
state, is empowering so many people with the in-
formation and tools necessary to have their voices 
heard. Outgoing Senate President John Cullerton 
described how modern marketing has completely 
transformed the policymaking process in Illinois:
 

“The old model [for voters] is, ‘I’m busy. I’m 
hiring you. Go down to Springfield. Listen to 
testimony. Make your informed decisions. 
Every two years, I’ll check on you. And now, 
you just go directly to the legislator [who 
says], ‘We don’t need to listen to any tes-
timony. I got 500 emails and 5,000 tweets 
retweeted saying I’ve got to vote for this bill.”                                                                                                     

– Senate President John Cullerton, Jan. 3, 2020
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In 2019, millions of Illinoisans engaged 
with our message of change.

More than 6.7 million users (4.4 million 
confirmed in Illinois) clocked nearly 24 
million pageviews on more than 500 
pieces of content on illinoispolicy.org. 
Notably, a vast majority of that traf-
fic was organic, meaning our content 
was so engaging that we didn’t need to 
spend money promoting it. 

Even more important than our explod-
ing viewership was increasing the num-
ber of Illinoisans subscribing to our 
email list – we upped subscriptions 50% 
in 2019 to nearly 600,000 Illinoisans. For 
context, around 250,000 people sub-
scribe to the Chicago Tribune’s largest 
email list. 

Growing our community in this way not 
only allows us to cost-effectively spur 
mass action, it also allows us to educate 
our audience over time on the biggest 
problems facing our state. 

Case in point, we conducted a survey of 
nearly 10,000 community members in 
2019 and found that all else equal (par-
ty affiliation, income, race, occupation, 
etc.), there was a statistically significant 
relationship between how long they had 
been consuming our content and how 
likely they were to oppose the progres-
sive income tax. This is part of the reason 
that while Gov. J.B. Pritzker spent $4 mil-
lion promoting his progressive income 
tax constitutional amendment in spring 
2020 – outspending his opponents 4:1 – 
the proposal’s popularity declined.

Our content changes hearts and minds 
on the issues that matter most. That’s why 
in 2020, our goal is to increase this com-
munity to more than 3 million Illinoisans.

THE VOICE OF MILLIONS: MORE THAN 6.7M USERS, 
24M PAGEVIEWS ON ILLINOISPOLICY.ORG IN 2019
Unique users, sessions and pageviews on illinoispolicy.org, 2014-2019

Note: If one person accesses illinoispolicy.org on their smartphone to read three articles, that 
counts as one user, one session and three pageviews.
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MARKETING 
METRICS
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WEBSITE VISITS 
4,635,320

SOCIAL MEDIA

Interactions: 4,685,785 (+101%)
Interaction = Reaction, comment or share

Impressions: 215,550,818 (+25%)
Impression = User sees content in his or her feed

TAKE ACTION

Petition signatures: 345,778 (+105%)
Lawmaker contacts: 17,772 (N/A)

FACEBOOK

Engaged users: 12,681,772 (+86%)
Total reach: 92,484,758 (+40%)
Reactions: 4,650,000 (+100%)

TWITTER

Followers: 36,933 (+1%)

EMAIL

List size: 591,190 (+51%)

VIDEO

Facebook views: 8,330,386 (+77%)
YouTube views: 938,187 (+143%)
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LINCOLN 
LOBBY 

BUILDING A MORE PERFECT 
UNION FOR ILLINOIS TAXPAYERS
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2019 was a transformative year for Illinois Poli-
cy’s official online activism arm. 

Launched as a private Facebook discussion 
group in 2017, the Lincoln Lobby community in 
2019 made significant advances in asserting it-
self as an increasingly powerful force for policy 
change in Illinois. 

Our community members in 2019 pushed for Il-
linois Policy’s agenda, showing up in large num-
bers to flood committee hearings with witness 

slips in support of Illinois Policy-backed bills, 
drafting letters to the editor in opposition to Gov. 
J.B. Pritzker’s progressive tax, signing and circu-
lating Illinois Policy petitions on key issues, and 
attending exclusive in-person events designed to 
boost members’ knowledge and strengthen their 
skillsets as effective government watchdogs.

Below you’ll see some of the important ways in 
which we advanced liberty with the Lincoln Lobby 
in 2019.

15.3K
Total Lincoln Lobby members

50%
Members actively engaging 
the group every day

100K
Petition signatures to repeal 
Pritzker's vehicle registration 
fee hike

2.87
Applicants rejected for every 
approved member

The Lincoln Lobby community added nearly 7,000 
new members in 2019, marking the group’s most 
dramatic year of membership growth. Now stand-
ing at more than 15,000 total members, we are 
building an army of informed activists to assist us 
across the state in our campaign against Gov. J.B. 
Pritzker’s progressive tax referendum in November 
as well as public pension reform.

Lincoln Lobby administrators thoroughly screen 
applicants to the greatest extent Facebook makes 
possible. This ensures that the growing quantity 
of activists in the group does not come at the ex-
pense of quality. At press time, there were 10,000 
pending applicant requests from users waiting to 
be screened.

The group’s steady stream of Illinois Policy articles 
and reports and relevant third-party content has 
helped sustain a strong year-round level of audi-
ence participation. On any given day, over 50% of 
the Lincoln Lobby’s 15,300 members are actively 
engaging in an Illinois Policy campaign and ad-
vancing the group conversation.

Our Lincoln Lobby team signed and help circulate 
Illinois Policy’s petition to repeal a newly increased 
fee on vehicle registrations – one of 20 tax and fee 
hikes signed into law in 2019.

GROWING THE MOVEMENT
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BRINGING IT TO LIFE
During the year, Illinois Policy launched a series of 
meetups and events across the state, designed to 
foster camaraderie among Lincoln Lobby mem-
bers while sharpening their skills as watchdogs 
and activists.

HITTING THE STREETS
In 2019, we broke new ground with the Lincoln Lob-
by. In addition to our digital activism efforts, this 
past year saw members partake in campaigns 
away from the computer to raise awareness in 
their communities about the truth of Pritzker’s 
massive $45 billion capital plan and $3.7 billion 
progressive tax proposal.
    

BUILDING THE LINCOLN LOBBY 
BRAND
Every successful coalition needs a brand. And 
with thousands of engaged activists across Illi-
nois, the Lincoln Lobby’s recognizable branding is 
well-represented in nearly all reaches of the state. 

By advertising our brand with T-shirts, hoodies 
and car magnets, the Lincoln Lobby recruits new 
potential members to our movement every day, 
everywhere.

In 2019, Illinois Policy took the Lincoln Lobby’s 
branding to the next level. Seizing the moment to 
convey Illinoisans’ apprehension over Pritzker’s 
doubled gas tax, we launched a “pain in the gas” 
car magnet giveaway.

Because of the magnets’ immediate popularity, 
Illinois Policy expanded the giveaway beyond our 
Facebook group and took the campaign to the 
public, using the opportunity to drive more users 
to the Lincoln Lobby. 

The demand we received highly exceeded expecta-
tions. And as a result, there are now more than 45,000 
“pain in the gas” magnets on Illinois cars statewide.

WITNESSING CHANGE
The Lincoln Lobby came out in full force this past 
year to make members’ voices heard on key leg-
islation, massively outperforming the competi-
tion when it came time to file witness slips against 
the progressive tax (Senate Joint Resolution  
Constitutional Amendment 1) and in support of Illinois 
Policy’s education efficiency bill (House Bill 3053).
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RECOGNIZING TALENT
The Illinois Policy team makes it a point to rec-
ognize – and reward – talent when we see it. Our 
top activists regularly receive Lincoln Lobby swag 
and accessories. In some cases, they get an ex-
clusive illustration by Illinois Policy’s famed car-
toonist, Eric Allie.

WHAT’S NEXT?
Illinois Policy’s Lincoln Lobby members this year 
will be fighting on the front lines against the pro-
gressive income tax referendum. By spreading 
our research content, attending our town hall 
events, hitting the streets to canvass targeted 
districts and working the phones to urge Illinois-
ans to vote “no,” our engaged community will help 
defeat Gov. J.B. Pritzker’s so-called “fair tax” at the 
ballot box Nov. 3.

Lincoln Lobby members regularly overwhelmed the 
opposition when asked to file witness slips showing 
support for Illinois Policy’s legislative agenda.
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CLEANING UP 
STATE AND LOCAL 

GOVERNMENT

“Only a crisis – actual or perceived – produc-
es real change. When that crisis occurs, the 
actions that are taken depend on the ideas 
that are lying around. That, I believe, is our 
basic function: to develop alternatives to 
existing policies, to keep them alive and 
available until the politically impossible be-
comes the politically inevitable.”
       
   -MILTON FRIEDMAN

Illinois’ reputation for corruption was firmly but-
tressed during 2019, with federal agents raiding 
homes, o�  ces and public buildings searching for 
proof that political leaders had put their private in-
terests ahead of the public’s interests. But the cri-
sis of betrayals by leaders in township halls on up 

to the Statehouse gave the Land of Lincoln fertile 
ground for reform. 

The Illinois Policy Institute was ready, with original 
anti-corruption research and reform measures 
now serving as the foundation for historic action.

Institute research in 2019 showed Illinoisans the 
true cost of corruption for the first time: more than 
$550 million a year in lost economic opportunity. 
Between 2000 and 2017, the total loss was at least 
$9.9 billion, or a $779 cost to each person in Illinois.

Another hidden cost is the loss of trust by Illinois-
ans in their government. Before the federal raids 
began, 3 in 4 Illinoisans in 2016 said they didn’t 
trust state government – the lowest ranking in the 
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• Adopting revolving door restrictions on state 
lawmakers becoming lobbyists.

• Empowering the Illinois legislative inspector 
general to investigate lawmaker corruption. 
As is, this muzzled watchdog o�  ce must seek 
approval from a panel of state lawmakers be-
fore opening investigations, issuing subpoe-
nas and even publishing summary reports.

• Mandating state lawmakers recuse them-
selves from votes in which they have a conflict 
of interest. There is no current state law or even 
parliamentary rule requiring Illinois lawmakers 
to disclose a conflict of interest or to excuse 
themselves from voting on issues where they 
have personal or private financial interests.

• Reforming the Illinois House rules, which grant 
more concentrated power to the House speak-
er than any other legislative rules in the country.

• Passing a bipartisan constitutional amend-
ment to end politically drawn legislative maps 
in Illinois.

Illinois has seen four of the past 10 former gover-
nors land in prison. Gov. J.B. Pritzker himself be-
came the subject of a federal investigation involv-
ing tax fraud over removing toilets from a Chicago 
mansion to save $331,000 on property taxes.

Pritzker campaigned in part on rooting out cor-
ruption. He was silent on the issues in 2019, but in 
early 2020 found motivation from federal agents 
and policy answers championed by the Illinois 
Policy Institute. In the coming year, Illinois Policy 
will continue to encourage state leaders to step 
up to pass the reforms so Illinois is known less 
for its culture of corruption and once again as the 
home of Honest Abe.

nation. Imagine the results if Gallup were to repeat 
the poll in light of federal corruption indictments 
of two state senators and a state representative.

The Institute documented the raids, charges, res-
ignations and sentences, but early on investigated 
the red-light tra�  c cameras that were a common 
thread in many of the federal investigations. It also 
advanced the debate by o� ering the first com-
prehensive look at the cameras across the state. 
Hundreds of Freedom of Information Act requests 
yielded data showing how drivers paid more than 
$1 billion in red-light camera fines between 2008 
and 2018. The Institute spread that finding by part-
nering with CBS 2, but then saw 78 other media 
outlets pick up the story including Crain’s Chicago 
Business, the Chicago Sun-Times, ABC 7, WGN-
AM and WBBM-AM. The investigation prompted 
lawmakers to file legislation to ban the cameras 
and Illinois Comptroller Susana Mendoza in early 
2020 decided to stop helping local governments 
collect red-light ticket fines.

Original content from the Institute also exposed 
mismanagement of an e� ort to obtain an Amtrak 
stop and the conduct of former Lake Forest City 
Manager Bob Kiely, one of the state’s highest-paid 
public employees at $250,000 a year. In October 
a grand jury issued a felony o�  cial misconduct 
indictment which stated Kiely failed to get city ap-
proval before funneling $200,000 to a lobbyist in 
pursuit of the Amtrak stop.

All told, corruption content produced by the Illi-
nois Policy Institute prompted 171 media stories. 
The content also gained a significant audience as 
web tra�  c from FBI users averaged nearly a hit a 
day, with the most-visited stories demonstrating 
they were using Institute content to better under-
stand the shape and history of Illinois corruption.

Illinois’ corruption crisis presents an opportunity 
for policy solutions to emerge. That’s why Illinois 
Policy had anti-corruption bills and key legislative 
sponsors ready and willing to advance real change 
in 2020 and beyond. Those solutions include:
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REGULATIONS SOUR 
YOUNGSTER’S 
LEMONADE

About one-third of Kankakee residents live be-
low the poverty line. The city is also home to one 
of the highest crime rates in the state.

Eleven-year-old Hayli Martenez is trying to 
change that.

“A lot of little girls around here might not want to 
start a business,” she said. “But I know that they 
can. And they would actually love to.”

Like many Kankakee kids, Hayli does not come 
from a wealthy background. And after city o�  -
cials demanded she shut down her neighbor-
hood lemonade stand, she was made to feel like 
a criminal.

Hayli ran Haylibug Lemonade with the help of her 
mom, Iva. They started their sidewalk business 
in 2017. One cup cost 50 cents. And the proceeds 
went to Hayli’s college fund.

“It was kind of scary [at first] because we liked to 
stay in the house. We didn’t like to come outside 
because of all the stu�  happening around here,” 
Hayli said.

“As we kept doing it, I got to see everybody smile 
when they tasted my lemonade. It was just … wow. 
They were lining up to get my lemonade.”

But the city’s code cops were having none of it.

Soon after the Kankakee Daily Journal profiled 
Haylibug Lemonade in July, the Martenezes got a 
visit from the city and the county health depart-
ment, telling them to shutter the stand or risk fines.

Illinois is one of 14 states where residents are al-
lowed to set up lemonade stands without a per-
mit, according to Country Time Lemonade.
But health o�  cials cited concern over the Mar-
tenezes’ home. Because of a dispute with the wa-
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ter company, which included Iva being incorrectly 
charged for service on a neighboring property, 
and falling behind on bills, they did not have run-
ning water in the house behind their lemonade 
stand. They often slept at friends’ homes over-
night but stayed by the stand during the day.

Iva and Hayli made their lemonade with bottled 
water, not tap. Their sources at the local grocery 
store always let them know when Hayli’s supplies 
were on sale.

Where city regulators see opportunities to inter-
vene, any teacher or businessperson sees the 
hallmarks of a good entrepreneur: Perseverance, 
problem-solving and putting customers first.

Hayli started serving lemonade and asking for do-
nations. Not charging.

Illinois has a reputation for making business hard-
er than it needs to be for entrepreneurs across 
the state. But often forgotten are the home-based 
businesses that make up the fabric of any strong 
community: whether it’s a kid’s lemonade stand 
or a grandmother’s famous bake sale cookies.

Hostility to home-based businesses prevents 
thousands of Illinois children like Hayli, not to 
mention adults, from serving their community 
through food.

That strips many young people of a critical learn-
ing opportunity. And for those who have few other 
options in order to make ends meet, they run the 
risk of hefty fines and embarrassment.

Health codes aren’t going away anytime soon. 
And no one is arguing against e� ective pre-
vention of food-borne illnesses. But regulators 
should recognize that ensuring community health 
doesn’t just take the form of surprise inspections 
and heavy-handed regulations. It means allow-
ing people to share their own special talents with 
their neighborhood, even if they don’t have the 
money or clout of an established business.

By August, media accounts generated an out-
pouring of support and fundraising e� orts were 
underway to back Hayli. Her home again had run-
ning water and the stand was back in business.

But more importantly, her college fund grew sig-
nificantly thanks to donations from Country Time, 
Illinois Policy Institute supporters and others. She 
now has a business management tutor and is 
learning marketing, money management and 
tactics to invest her money so it grows.

Still, Kankakee may have seen the last of Hayli’s 
lemonade. While she was discouraged by the 
regulatory interference, Iva said the switch is be-
cause her daughter is making a business deci-
sion. Hayli’s new business venture is DJing events, 
and the young entrepreneur knows to seize op-
portunity and that time is money.

“She said, ‘Mom, why sit out there selling lemon-
ade all day for $5 or $10 when I can do an event for 
a few hours and make $250?’” Iva said.
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SHAPING THE 
CONVERSATION
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While Illinois Gov. J.B. Pritzker’s push to put a 
progressive income tax on the ballot in November 
2020 flooded the news, the Illinois Policy Institute 
emerged as the strongest and most respected 
taxpayer voice in the state. 

Not only did the Institute prove a progressive 
income tax would not provide promised prop-
erty tax relief, but it also held policymakers in 
Springfield accountable for corruption and un-
ethical practices. 

The Institute stood out as the first to tally up the 
nearly 20 new or increased tax and fee hikes 
politicians passed in Springfield in 2019. A dou-
bled gas tax, increased vehicle registrations and 
trade-in taxes would all more than eliminate any 
relief from a progressive income tax in Illinois. 
That message took shape from the top down.

The Institute’s research informed the opinions of 
numerous editorials in national outlets such as The 
Wall Street Journal, the National Review, Reason, 
the Washington Post, Forbes and CNN Business.

With consistent production from the Institute’s 
research and policy teams, the communications 
team had more content to promote with state and 
local media than ever. This resulted in a record 
number of inbound media requests and nearly 
90% of all media hits focusing on the Institute’s 

policy solutions in a neutral or positive tone. This 
means the Institute’s voice is more trusted and 
valuable than ever in media. 

By the end of the year, Institute experts could be 
seen on every Chicago TV news outlet for the very 
first time, from quick features on ABC 7 and WGN 
to regular guest appearances on WTTW’s “Chica-
go Tonight,” a show insiders turn to for news and 
commentary on the city and state’s most press-
ing policy issues. 

DEBUNKING THE PROGRESSIVE 
INCOME TAX 
With the progressive income tax gaining support 
in Springfield, the Illinois Policy Institute shed light 
on exactly what it would mean to everyday Illi-
noisans: yet another tax hike. 

EARNED MEDIA

TOTAL: 3,559

Print

Online

Television

Radio

1,776

1,306

278

200
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The Institute was the first to debunk Pritzker’s claims 
that a progressive tax would only hurt the richest 1% 
by calculating the economic harm. It estimated ini-
tial rates as well as by how much revenue would fall 
short to harm all Illinoisans. These insights resulted 
in more than 500 media outlets picking up the In-
stitute’s original research and cementing its experts 
as the “go-to” voice of opposition. 

By the end of 2019, despite lawmakers approv-
ing the progressive income tax and official-
ly moving it to the November 2020 ballot, we 
secured nearly 800 media placements on ex-
plaining the issue to the public.  

Appearances included multiple media placements 
on WTTW, Fox 32, WBBM-AM, WGN-AM, WLS-AM, 
the Chicago Tribune and Fox Business Network. 

DRIVING THE ANTI-CORRUP-
TION NARRATIVE
With dozens of state and local government officials 
facing federal investigations during the course of 
2019, the Institute capitalized on the opportunity 
to shine a light on the causes of institutional cor-
ruption in Illinois, looking beyond the names of 
wrong-doers to expose the rules allowing un-

ethical practices to take root 
in the first place. 

After promoting the research 
team’s findings on how cor-
ruption costs Illinoisans at 
least $550 million each year, 
the Associated Press picked 
up the Institute’s call for 
change, resulting in nearly 50 
media placements across the 
nation.

About the same time, the In-
stitute unveiled an exclusive 
investigation into the Chicago 
area’s red-light camera cash 
grab. Forging crucial media re-

lationships to release the report, IPI partnered with 
CBS 2 and the story caught fire across local media.  

With nearly 100 placements in just one month, 
outlets such as Crain’s Chicago Business, 
the Chicago Sun-Times, ABC 7, WGN-AM and 
WBBM-AM covered the story. The investigation 
even sparked lawmakers to propose legislation 
that would have eliminated photo-enforced traf-
fic lights statewide. And state Comptroller Susa-
na Mendoza announced in early 2020 that the 
state would no longer assist local governments 
with ticket collection.

TRANSLATING UNION COSTS
The Institute offered up the only research on the 
costs of the longest-ever Chicago Teachers Union 
strike in 2019. The Institute answered what every 
media outlet needed to know: what does this con-
tract mean for homeowners’ property tax bills? 

This credibility earned the Institute media place-
ments on CBS 2, NBC 5, ABC 7, WGN, Fox 32 and 
WTTW – every TV outlet in Chicago, for the first 
time ever. In total, the Institute earned nearly 200 
media placements in only three months. 
The Institute’s media push and constant output of 
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new data resulted in the city’s three main legacy 
newspapers opining in opposition to the strike. 
The Chicago Tribune, the Chicago Sun-Times and 
Crain’s Chicago Business were infused with the 
Institute’s overall message that the strike was not 
in students’ best interests, but instead about the 
union’s political clout. 

POSITIVE, POLICY-FOCUSED 
COVERAGE

The Illinois Policy Institute ended 2019 with re-
cord-breaking positive media coverage. Featured 
in every Chicago TV outlet along with all the major 
radio and print publications across the state, the 
Institute earned more than 3,000 media place-
ments highlighting the organization’s policy solu-
tions in a neutral or positive light.

In total, nearly 90% of Illinois Policy’s media place-
ments in 2019 were neutral-to-positive in tone and 
focused on policy. In comparison, 78% of the to-
tal media mentions in 2018 were neutral-to-posi-
tive, policy-focused hits. In 2017, respected media  
mentions made up only 50% of the Institute’s total. 

This change of tone coupled with the increase in 
overall media mentions signals the improvement 
of Illinois Policy’s brand and reputation as a trust-
ed policy leader and resource. 
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MEDIA METRICS

MEDIA PLACEMENTS PER EXPERT

0 100 200 300 400 500 600

502 placements (14%)
Adam Schuster - Dir. of Budget and Tax Research

John Tillman - CEO

Orphe Divounguy - Chief Economist

Austin Berg - VP of Marketing

Bryce Hill - Research Analyst

395 placements (10%)

339 placements (10%)

289 placements (8%)

100 placements (3%)

55 placements (2%)
Hilary Gowins - VP of Communications

49 placements (1%)
Amy Korte - VP of Policy

32 placements (1%)
Mailee Smith - Sta� Attorney and Dir. of Labor Policy

Our experts were featured or mentioned specifically in news 1,761 times in 2019. That's 
49% of our total hits, meaning our experts collectively carry the same amount of clout 
and media recognition as the Institute alone. Media attributed to the Illinois Policy 
Institute generally 1,407 times last year, or 40% of our total hits.

WHERE WE SHOWED UP IN TOP TARGET MEDIA
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FINANCIALS

The Illinois Policy Institute and Illinois Policy’s 
unaudited financial information for fiscal year 
2019 (Jan. 1, 2019, to Dec. 31, 2019) is shown on the 
following page. Combined operating income was 
$11,376,026, and net assets totaled $3,494,445. 
Program expenses accounted for 82.2% of com-
bined operating expenses.

Both the Illinois Policy Institute and Illinois Policy 
accept no government funding. All of our work is 
made possible thanks to thousands of Illinoisans 
who choose to stand with us.
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Together, we fight against corruption so our tax 
dollars are spent on services for those most in 
need, not for tax increases to fund political greed 
and failure. 

This is who we are, and this is who we fight for. It all 
is possible because of you and your partnership, 
generosity and your investment in our mission. 

The fight for individual dignity has never been 
greater. 

In the year ahead, we have an opportunity to take 
significant steps toward rebuilding the American 
Dream for all people in Illinois. I’m grateful for your 
partnership, and together, look forward to fighting 
for freedom with you.

Matt Paprocki
President and Chief 
Operating Officer

In 2002, the Illinois Policy Institute was found-
ed to “promote personal freedom and prosper-
ity in Illinois.” 

Eighteen years later, the Illinois Policy Institute 
has grown into one of the greatest forces in the 
nation to fight for the rights and dignity of people, 
not government. 

A Spanish philosopher said, “Tell me what you pay 
attention to, and I’ll tell you who you are.” I think we 
can go one step farther: “Tell me what  you fight 
for, and I’ll tell you who you are.”

Most people fight for their family, their friends, 
their faith. But we fight for something more. We 
fight for the people who most need our help. 

That is why I’m so proud to be part of the Illinois 
Policy Institute. Our donors, our community and 
our team are aligned and fighting for people who 
have nobody else to fight for them, such as the 
poor, the disadvantaged and the vulnerable. 

Together, we fought and protected school choice 
so youngsters such as Jalyn Baker can go to the 
schools of their choice, and not be forced into fail-
ing neighborhood schools. 

Together, we fight for worker freedom so Ifeoma 
Nkemdi, a Chicago teacher who loves the stu-
dents in her class, could continue to teach them 
rather than join a strike that “didn’t fit with the val-
ues that I have.” 

WHAT YOU FIGHT FOR 
IS WHO YOU ARE
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