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In a city as divided as Chicago, it's rare to find unanimity on any issue. That's what makes the results 

of a first-ever poll of Chicago's business leaders on the subject of crony capitalism so striking. 

In a survey conducted by Crain's Custom Media in conjunction with the Committee for Economic 

Development of the Conference Board, 428 local business leaders spoke out in remarkable unison 

about the corrosive effect that paid lobbyists and fat-cat political contributions have had on the city's 

civic and business life. Yes, they agree, the Chicago Way still works for those who can afford the 

cost of admission to the pay-to-play political game. But, most also say, it's bad for business. 

Among the findings: 91 percent believe companies using paid lobbyists or making big political 

donations have a business advantage, while 88 percent believe the ethical behavior of elected or 

appointed officials is a “very serious” or “somewhat serious” issue. 

Mayor Rahm Emanuel has pledged to combat Chicago's long-standing corruption problem, and 

when it comes to patronage, he's done more than talk: He's managed to get the city out from 

under the Shakman Decree, the court-mandated federal oversight of City Hall employment practices 

designed to bar the hiring and firing of government workers on the basis of political loyalty. 

That said, there's still the problem of pay-to-play: the perception, justified or not, that in order to get 

anything done within city limits—from winning a government contract to getting permission to hang a 

sign outside one's shop—it's necessary to funnel money to the right political campaign funds, 

starting with your alderman. In a city that's taken sort of perverse pride in its reputation as the 

corruption capital of the U.S., businesspeople once seemed willing to account for palm-greasing as a 

cost of doing business in Chicago. But Crain's survey is a strong signal that they now seriously 

question the bargain. 

The government we're paying for isn't delivering, even for those who are writing the checks. In fact, 

our government has become an enormous competitive liability, as the city and the state flounder 

under the weight of unfunded pensions, dysfunctional schools, rampant crime and crumbling 

infrastructure. 

Businesspeople need to do more than shake their heads as they answer surveys, however. They 

have the power to end pay-to-play. All they have to do is stop paying. 
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