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Letter from the Chairman

Dear Members, Stakeholders and Friends:

As Chairman of the Chicago United Econometric Task Force, I am pleased to present this report, which serves as our 
vision for the future of the economic health and competitive sustainability of the Chicago region. For the past two 
years, it has been the goal of Chicago United and members of the Task Force to develop an insightful and action-
oriented growth strategy for the region’s economy.

The Five Forward Initiative presents an opportunity for mid- to large-sized corporations in the Chicago Metropolitan Area 
to partner with minority business enterprises (MBEs) in a unique way. The Initiative will help foster systemic change 
and organic growth within this business segment. Rather than reinventing the wheel, we will thoughtfully build on the 
foundation of existing processes and relationships to the benefit of all stakeholders.

A thriving business community is essential to the success of all regional economies. And, in a highly competitive 
business environment minority businesses play a significant role in fueling the economic vibrancy of communities 
of color.  Moving five forward will spark innovation, competition and help expand the multiracial talent pipeline.

Chicago United has advocated for parity and inclusion for almost four decades and has achieved many milestones. We can 
reach the next milestone with your support.

Sincerely,

James C. Tyree
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, Mesirow Financial
Chairman, Chicago United Econometric Task Force

This report was commissioned by Chicago United (CU) in 2006 to estimate the economic impact of Chicago Metropolitan 
Area corporations’ spending with local minority business enterprises (MBEs). The end result of the study was the 
development of the Five Forward Initiative, a strategic initiative designed to build a stronger regional economy and 
build minority businesses of scale. The initiative will enlist the commitment of CEOs of mid- to large-sized corpora-
tions in the Chicago Metropolitan Area to establish or expand business relationships with five current and/or new 
local minority firms. 

Minority firms are 19.74% of all firms, but receive only 2.6% of all sales and receipts. This alarming statistic prompted the 
need to develop a focused, growth-oriented strategy to reduce disparities and support growth and inclusion. In addition 
to advancing key relationships, the Five Forward Initiative will seek to gather empirical data to measure the impact on the 
local economy when spending with MBEs by committed corporations is increased.

To begin identifying the potential economic benefits of our initiative, Chicago United collaborated with the Center for 
Urban Economic Development of the University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC) to prepare a report estimating the economic 
impact of direct corporate spending with the minority business sector in the Chicago Metropolitan Area. We focused on 
the Chicago Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) (the Counties of Cook, DuPage, Kane, Lake, McHenry, and Will) for both 
research and policy reasons. 

The CU/UIC project had two primary components: (1) a survey of larger Chicago firms regarding their spending with 
minority business enterprises; and (2) an economic impact analysis that estimated the regional impacts of corporate 
spending with minority business enterprises. The survey responses from major corporations in the Chicago area were 
not sufficient to accurately model the economic impacts of corporate spending with MBEs in the region. We proceeded 
with a pilot-type study that suggests the likely impact of corporate spending with MBEs, in order to help corporate 
decision-makers and others understand the economic impact of corporate spending with firms located in the region. To 
measure the full economic impact, further research on a larger pool of firms is needed.

The survey results were illuminating in that most companies either did not respond or were unable to provide complete 
responses. This suggested that large corporations, who are concerned about regional economic health, need to focus upon 
the geographic impact of their purchasing commitments to MBEs. The traditional focus on MBE utilization without regard 
to the location of those firms, is not enough to support a vibrant economy for the Chicago area.

Exelon/ComEd recognize the value of local minority firms and has a long history of supporting minority business 
development in the Chicago region. Its commitment to buy from locally-based MBEs has largely attributed to Exelon’s 
increased diversity-focused spend from $64 million to $253 million. Senior Executives John Rowe, Frank Clark and John 
Hooker have spoken often and clearly on the significant role that the company’s Diverse Business Enablement program 
successes have played in positioning Exelon favorably as a “positive economic return” agent when discussing energy costs 
at the State Capitol.  Additionally, diversity forward initiatives have registered well with Wall Street analysts as indicated by 
the high scores awarded Exelon in the sustainability and social responsibility indexes included in the Dow Jones rating.

By committing to the Five Forward Initiative, the leadership among local corporations will set a precedent in partnering 
with local minority firms whom are equally invested int he region. Further, they will receive the value of innovation from 
local MBEs while supporting a community whose strength will help fuel the local economy.

Using the contents of this report as a framework, we developed the following recommendations to support the growth of local 
MBEs and building a stronger regional economy:

Gain commitment from CEOs of mid- to large-sized corporations with major footprints in the region to •	
implement the Five Forward Initiative

Each corporation will measure •	 Five Forward progress for years one through five

Each corporation will create and/or maintain a formal business diversity program that emphasizes spending •	
within the Chicagoland area

Each corporation will collect and report to CU detailed spending data, including the location, race, gender, •	
industry and dollar amounts spent with all vendors, and specifically the selected Five Forward vendors

Chicago United is an advocacy organization that seeks to enrich the economic fabric of the Chicago region.  To register 
your corporation with the Five Forward Initiative, contact Chicago United at 312.977.3060.

Executive Summary

Recommendations
There is an ongoing need to continue to advocate for and illustrate the importance of minority business to Chicago and 
other regional economies. The Report suggests the following key recommendations for our corporate partners:

Task Force Chairman issue Call to Action to corporate community•	
Gain commitment from CEOs of mid- to large-sized corporations with major footprints in the region to •	
implement Five Forward Initiative
Each corporation will measure •	 Five Forward progress for years one through five
Each corporation will create and/or maintain a formal business diversity program that emphasizes spending •	
with Chicagoland area
Each corporation will collect and report to CU detailed spending data, including the location, race, gender, •	
industry and dollar amounts spent with all vendors

Chicago United will support the Initiative as follows:

•   �Issue an annual report of local mid- to large-sized corporations’, and major stakeholders in the region, spending activi-
ties with local MBEs to illustrate local impact. 

•   �Update Chicago United’s A Practical Guide to Starting and Improving a Minority Purchasing Program to assist corpora-
tions in moving beyond basic and intermediate business diversity initiatives to “world class” status.

•   �Conduct a broader survey of regional corporate spending with local MBEs.

•   �Develop MBE availability and spending benchmarks to assess the progress of large corporations towards supporting 
regional economic development.

Chicago United is an advocacy organization that seeks to enrich the economic fabric of the Chicago region. To register for 
the Five Forward Initiative contact Chicago United at 312-977-3060.
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decision-makers and others understand the economic impact of corporate spending with firms located in the region. To 
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to the location of those firms, is not enough to support a vibrant economy for the Chicago area.
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with local minority firms whom are equally invested int he region. Further, they will receive the value of innovation from 
local MBEs while supporting a community whose strength will help fuel the local economy.
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MBEs and building a stronger regional economy:

Executive Summary

Recommendations
There is an ongoing need to continue to advocate for and illustrate the importance of minority business to Chicago and 
other regional economies. The Report suggests the following key recommendations for our corporate partners:

Task Force Chairman issue Call to Action to corporate community•	
Gain commitment from CEOs of mid- to large-sized corporations with major footprints in the region to •	
implement Five Forward Initiative
Each corporation will measure •	 Five Forward progress for years one through five
Each corporation will create and/or maintain a formal business diversity program that emphasizes spending •	
with Chicagoland area
Each corporation will collect and report to CU detailed spending data, including the location, race, gender, •	
industry and dollar amounts spent with all vendors

Chicago United will support the Initiative as follows:

•   �Issue an annual report of local mid- to large-sized corporations’, and major stakeholders in the region, spending activi-
ties with local MBEs to illustrate local impact. 

•   �Update Chicago United’s A Practical Guide to Starting and Improving a Minority Purchasing Program to assist corpora-
tions in moving beyond basic and intermediate business diversity initiatives to “world class” status.

•   �Conduct a broader survey of regional corporate spending with local MBEs.

•   �Develop MBE availability and spending benchmarks to assess the progress of large corporations towards supporting 
regional economic development.

Chicago United is an advocacy organization that seeks to enrich the economic fabric of the Chicago region. To register for 
the Five Forward Initiative contact Chicago United at 312-977-3060.
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Mesirow Financial

National City Bank Illinois

Neal & Leroy, LLC

NJW Companies

Northern Trust

Northwestern Memorial Hospital

Nuveen Investments

Odell Hicks & Company

Peoples Gas

Prado & Renteria

PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP

Primera Engineers, Ltd.

Prout Group Chicago

Pugh, Jones, Johnson & Quandt, P.C.

Ralph G. Moore & Associates (RGMA)

Rush University Medical Center

Sanchez Daniels & Hoffman LLP

Sara Lee Corporation

Seaway National Bank

ShoreBank Corporation

Sidley, Austin LLP

Smith Whiley & Company

Spencer Stuart

Synch-Solutions Inc.

TeamWerks

United Airlines

United Building Maintenance, Inc.

The University of Chicago Medical 
Center

University of Illinois at Chicago 

Urban Retail Properties Company

USG Corporation

Washington, Pittman & McKeever, LLC

Weber Shandwick WorldWide

Winston & Strawn
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