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About Demos
Demos is a public policy organization working for an America where we all 

have an equal say in our democracy and an equal chance in our economy.
Our name means “the people.” It is the root word of democracy, and it 

reminds us that in America, the true source of our greatness is the diversity of 
our people. Our nation’s highest challenge is to create a democracy that truly 
empowers people of all backgrounds, so that we all have a say in setting the 
policies that shape opportunity and provide for our common future. To help 
America meet that challenge, Demos is working to reduce both political and 
economic inequality, deploying original research, advocacy, litigation, and 
strategic communications to create the America the people deserve.

This report was produced in collaboration with Brian Schaffner, Professor 
of Political Science at University of Massachusetts-Amherst and Jesse Rhodes, 
Associate Professor of Political Science at University of Massachusetts-
Amherst.
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C H I C A G O ’S  B I G  M O N E Y  E L E C T I O N S

C hicago’s 2015 mayoral race was one of the most 
expensive in the nation’s history, with big donors 
playing an outsized role in financing both candidates’ 
campaigns. In fact, over 90 percent of the money raised 

by the two major candidates came from donors giving more than 
$1,000, and more than half (52%) came from donors outside of the 
city.1 Both the Chicago mayoral and council elections are primarily 
financed by white, male donors who don’t reflect the racial and 
class diversity of the city’s residents. The experience in Chicago is 
emblematic of national elections, where a small cadre of white major 
donors—.01 percent—accounted for over 40 percent of all campaign 
contributions.2 New research provides disturbing evidence that the 
financing of our elections by a small group of big donors has very 
real consequences in terms of the public policies that get enacted.3 
In fact, when the preferences of the donor class diverge with those 
of the average voter, it is the donor class’s preferences that win. But 
donors and voters don’t always agree. For example, while 34% of 
non-donors living in Chicago support the Bowles-Simpson austerity 
plan, 62% of Chicago donors do. The preferences of the white, male 
and rich donor class diverge strongly from ordinary Chicagoans but 
it’s their agenda that’s being implemented. The solution is a robust 
public financing system that empowers the more diverse small donor 
pool and brings more diverse voices to the political system. 

This report uses a pioneering new method to investigate Chicago’s 
the demographics of the donor class. It is the first systematic 
investigation of race, class and gender disparities in campaign 
finance at the municipal level. In addition, the report shows how the 
views of donors and typical Chicagoans differ, often dramatically. 
The report’s key findings:

• The 2015 mayoral election was dominated by big money, 
with candidates raising more than 92% of their funds from 
donors giving $1,000 or more.

• These big donors are disproportionately white. Though 
whites make up 39% of the population of Chicago, they 
make up 88% of donors giving more than $1,000. While 
only 6% of Emanuel’s donors were people of color, 39% of 
Garcia’s donors were.
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• Chicago donors are overwhelmingly high-income. Though 
only 15% of Chicagoans make more than $100,000, 63% of 
donors did and 74% of those giving more than $1,000 did. 

• The donor class is more supportive of budget cuts than 
average Chicagoans and more opposed to policies that 
would bolster opportunity.

• In the council races there were also deep disparities. In 
these races, 79% of donors were men, 82% were white and 
54% had an income over $100,000. 

• Only five overwhelmingly white wards accounted for 13 
percent of Chicago’s population, but 42 percent of donors to 
the Chicago mayoral and aldermanic races.
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T H E  D O N O R S  B E H I N D  C H I C A G O  E L E C T I O N S : 
W E A LT H Y,  W H I T E  A N D  M A L E

I n 2015, the two mayoral candidates—Rahm Emanuel and 
Jesus “Chuy” Garcia—raised significant amounts of money 
for their campaigns. Leading up to his mayoral race in 2015, 
Emanuel raised a total of $24.4 million while his competitor, 

Garcia raised $7.1 million.4 However, their donations came from 
dramatically different sources. During the period between February 
2011 and April 2015 Garcia raised $482,809 from donors giving less 
than $150, nearly four times the amount that Emanuel raised from 
small donors. The opposite is true with big donors—those giving 
more than $1,000—with Emanuel raising $21.2 million from large 
donations, more than 5 times the amount Garcia raised from the 
group (see Figure 1).5 In the 2015 aldermanic elections, 93% of the 
candidates that raised the most money won their election.6

Given the dominance of large donors, it’s not surprising 
that the demographic profile of donors skews heavily white, 
male and wealthy.7 As Figure 2 shows donors to city races were 
overwhelmingly culled from higher-income individuals, who made 
up three-quarters of Emanuel’s donors and a bit more than one-third 
of Garcia’s donors. Council races were similarly dominated by 
wealthy individuals, who made up 58 percent of contributions. 

As Figure 3 shows, nine out of 10 of Rahm Emanuel’s donors 

Figure 1. Share of Small and Large Donations By Each Mayoral 
Candidate | Garcia pulled in the overwhelming majority of small 
donors, Emanuel dominated with big donors

Garcia
Emanuel

Source: Demos analysis of PIRG Illinois data, 2011-2015

21% 16%

79% 84%

Small Donors (Less Than $150) Large Donors (Greater Than $1,000)
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and six out of 10 of Jesus Garcia’s donors were white, despite white 
Chicagoans representing just 39 percent of the city’s population.8 
In contrast, people of color, who comprise 61 percent of Chicago’s 
population, make up only 18 percent of all donors to both Mayoral 
and Alderman races (see Figure 2). 

Given its long history of segregation, the geography of where 
donors live, and the demographic composition of donor-heavy 
neighborhoods are heavily skewed toward white, more affluent 
neighborhoods. Figure 4 shows that the five wards with the largest 
numbers of donors to both Mayoral and council campaigns (43, 
42, 2, 47 and 44) account for 42 percent of all political donors, but 
are home to just 13 percent of Chicagoans. And nearly a quarter 

Source: Demos.org

Figure 2. Donors and Chicago Population, By Income, 2015 Election 
Cycle | 80% of Emanuel's donors make $100,000 a year, compared to 
only 15% of Chicagoans

Figure 3. Donors and Chicago Population, By Race, 2015 Election 
Cycle | 94% of Emanuel's donors are white, compared to 39% of 
Chicagoans
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of all political donors reside in just two wards (42 and 43), where a mere 5 
percent of Chicago’s population reside. The five wards responsible for more 
than a third of donors are 86 percent white, as are the 93 percent of donors 
from these wards. On the other hand, the five wards with the smallest number 
of political donors comprise only .4 percent of all donors, much lower than the 
10 percent of Chicagoans who reside in those wards. The five wards with the 
lowest percentage of donors are predominantly black neighborhoods (more 
than 90%). The 25 wards with the smallest percentage of donors—home to 
nearly half of Chicago’s population—account for just 13 percent of donors. The 
disparity in donors geographically could affect services and responsiveness, 
since policymakers would have a strong incentive to prioritize the needs of high 
donor, overwhelmingly white wards.

Many donors do not reside in the city of Chicago. While 65 percent of council 
donors live in the city, only 48 percent of mayoral donors do. The candidates 
differed dramatically in the share of their donors living outside of Chicago. Only 
36 percent of Emanuel’s donors lived in Chicago, compared with 56 percent of 
Garcia’s donors.

Mid-Level Donors Slightly More Diverse
While Chicago’s electoral races are dominated by large donors giving over 

$1,000, a not insignificant percentage of donors contribute what we consider 
“mid-level” contributions, those between $150 and $999. Unfortunately, small 
donations are not required to be disclosed in Illinois, making it impossible for 
us to compare the demographics of small, mid-level and large donors. However, 
data from other Demos studies suggests that the smaller donor pool is far more 
diverse than the large donor pool.9 And the data from Chicago’s races show a 

Figure 4: Mayoral and Council Donors, By Ward, 2015 Election Cycle 
| A small number of overwhelmingly white wards account for a large 
share of contributions
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similar pattern, with mid-level donors being somewhat more reflective of 
Chicago’s population. For instance, while more than half of Chicago’s general 
population have in income below $40,000 a year, only 19 percent of donors 
in the mid-level pool and 7 percent of the large donor pool do. While only 
15 percent of Chicagoans make more than $100,000 a year, 46 percent of 
medium donors and 74 percent of large donors do (see Figure 5).

Latinos make up a fifth of Chicago residents and 15 percent of the 
medium-sized donor pool, but only 6 percent of the large-donor pool. 
African-Americans make up 39 percent of the Chicago population, but 8 
percent of mid-level donors and a mere 4 percent of large donors. Asians 
make up 3% of the population, 4% of mid-level donors and 3% of large 
donors. And finally, whites make up 39 percent of the population they make 
up an overwhelming share of both the large and mid-level donor pool. 
Women make up 34% of medium-sized donors, but 27% of large donors (see 
Figure 6).

Figure 5. Chicago Population, Mid-level Donor Pool and Large Donor 
Pool, By Income, 2015 Election Cycle | The mid-level donor pool has 
more middle class donors than the large donor pool

Figure 6. Chicago Population, Mid-level Donor Pool and Large Donor 
Pool, By Race, 2015 Election Cycle | The mid-level donor pool is more 
diverse than the large donor pool

Source: Demos.org
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D O N O R S  H AV E  D I F F E R E N T  P O L I C Y 
P R E F E R E N C E S  T H A N  M O S T  C H I C A G O A N S

A ccording to data from the Cooperative Congressional 
Election Studies, 10 only one-third of non-donors who 
live in Chicago support the Bowles-Simpson plan to cut 
expenditures on Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid 

and defense spending to reduce the debt—while nearly two-thirds of 
Chicago donors support the austerity plan. 

In 2012, three political scientists performed a survey of wealthy 
Chicagoans (called the Survey of Economically Successful 
Americans, or SESA) and compared their preferences to those of 
the general population. Those surveyed had a median wealth of $7.5 
million and two-thirds of them were political donors.11 The authors 
use the sample to examine the policy preferences of the wealthy 
in general, but given that the survey was Chicago-based it offers 
insights into how the donor class influences policy. As the table 
shows, the wealthy are far less likely to support a living wage and the 
government ensuring a decent standard of living.

 While more than three-quarters of the general public agree 
that the government should “make sure everyone who wants to go 
to college can do so,” only 28% of the wealthy agree. While nearly 
nine in 10 average Americans agree that the government should 
spend whatever necessary to ensure all children attend a good public 
school, only 35% of the rich agree. 

Although the questions are not identical to the SESA survey, a 
poll of Illinois residents finds that only 16 percent favor cuts to K-12 
education, and less than a quarter support cuts to programs for 
poor people.12 Only 13 percent of Illinois residents support cuts to 
programs for those with mental health problems.13 There are deep 
divides between the donor class and the general public. The current 
path Chicago is following, with cuts to mental health services, 
infrastructure and public schools, is responsive to the preferences 
of the donor class, not average Chicagoans. Chicago has closed 49 
schools, predominantly in black neighborhoods.14 In addition, the 
city has closed six of the city’s 12 mental health clinics, which was 
supposed to pull in $2.2 million in savings, though the city then 
paid $500,000 to private facilities in order to meet demand.15 A 
recent wave of spending cuts hit Chicago State University, the only 
state college that predominantly serves Black students, particularly 
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hard. The college may have to close, or dramatically reduce staff and 
classes offered.16 

Cuts to higher education can be harmful, as studies show that 
higher education spending bolsters voter participation, improves 
economic growth and lowers crime rates.17 In addition, public 
education cuts saddle students with debt, which leads to a lifetime 
wealth loss18 and disproportionately harms students of color.19 Such 
cuts are unpopular with the residents of Illinois, who according to 
a 2015 poll, overwhelmingly oppose cuts to state universities (36 
percent in favor) and programs for the poor (23 percent in favor).20 
The cuts show how the influence of the wealthy white male donor 
class can disproportionately impact people of color and low-income 
people.

Table 1: Policy Preferences of Wealthy Chicagoans and the General 
Public | Wealthy Chicagoans oppose spending on education and jobs

% of wealthy 
Chicagoans who 
agree

% of 
general 
public who 
agree

Government must see that no one is without food, clothing, or 
shelter

43% 68%

Minimum wage high enough so that no family with a full-time 
worker falls below official poverty line

40% 78%

The government should provide a decent standard of living for the 
unemployed

23% 50%

The federal government should provide jobs for everyone able 
and willing to work who cannot find a job in private employment

8% 53%

The federal government should make sure that everyone who 
wants to go to college can do so

28% 78%

The federal government should spend whatever is necessary to 
ensure that all children have really good public schools they can 
go to

35% 87%

Source: Benjamin Page, Larry Bartels and Jason Seawright, 2013
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T H E  C A S E  F O R  P U B L I C  F I N A N C I N G

A study of New York City’s 2009 municipal election finds 
that “donors giving $10 or less live in neighborhoods 
that are more racially diverse than the city as a whole.”21 
Research suggests that the city’s public matching system 

(which uses public funds to match small donations) increased the 
diversity of the city’s donor pool.22 Other research suggests that the 
small donor pool tends to be more racially diverse than the large 
donor pool.23 The data from Chicago show this was well (see Figure 
6). 

After public financing was passed in Connecticut, Demos talked 
with numerous legislators about their experiences. One legislator 
reported, “I announced my reelection bid in February and by 
April, I was done fundraising. So, from April to November, I could 
focus only on talking to constituents. Without public financing, I 
would have been fundraising through that entire period.”24 This 
fits well with research by political scientist Michael G. Miller who 
examines competitive elections and finds that traditionally funded 
incumbents and challengers reported spending 11% of their time 
on fundraising, while fully funded incumbents spent less than 1% 
of their time fundraising and challengers spend about 1.5% of their 
time fundraising.25 Miller finds a nearly 12 percentage point increase 
in the share of time clean election candidates spend interacting with 
voters.26 Other political science research supports this conclusion.27 
Another elected official reported that, “Before public financing, 
during the session…there were ‘shakedowns’ where lobbyists and 
corporate sponsors had events and you as a legislator had to go. 
That’s no longer a part of the reality.”28
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C O N C LU S I O N

C hicago’s democracy is being distorted by an 
overwhelmingly, white, wealthy and male donor class. 
But public financing provides a clear solution. The “Fair 
Election Ordinance,” introduced on January 13, 2016 

would match all small donor contributions up to $175, increasing 
the influence of the most diverse small and mid-level donor pool. 
It would reduce the influence of big money donors, creating a more 
equitable democracy. A study of the New York Public Financing 
system show that it dramatically increased donor diversity, and 
the data from Chicago suggest why: the small donor pool is more 
diverse.29 By empowering small donors, Chicago would reinvigorate 
its democracy.
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A P P E N D I X

T he donor demographic data in this report are based on 
analysis of Illinois State Board of Elections data performed 
by Brian Schaffner and Jesse Rhodes of University of 
Massachusetts Amherst in collaboration with Demos. 

They used the Illinois State Board of Election’s website in order to 
find data on contributions made during Chicago’s 2015 elections 
for Mayor and Alderman. To find donations to each of two mayoral 
candidates, Rahm Emanuel and Jesus Garcia, they searched for 
donations made to each candidate’s campaign starting from the 
end of the prior election cycle in 2011 (more specifically, starting 
May 16th, 2011, the day Rahm Emanuel was sworn in) through the 
end of the runoff election on April 7, 2015. This provided a unique 
spreadsheet containing the donation amount and the names and 
street addresses of the contributor for each candidate. They used 
the same time parameters in our search for donations made to the 
Alderman race. There were 50 city council seats up for election 
in 2015; they therefore restricted our search to contributions 
made during the election cycle to candidates seeking the office of 
Alderman. These search criteria returned a spreadsheet containing 
the amount and source of a donation, and the name of the candidate 
to whom a donor made a contribution.

They then collapsed the data collected from the Illinois Election’s 
website to create one record for each individual donor in each of 
the groupings. That is, if one individual gave $200 to Emanuel three 
times, they created a single record for that individual reflecting 
that she had given $600 total to Emanuel. These records were then 
matched into Catalist to extract demographic information on the 
donors. They were able to successfully match 92% of Emanuel’s 
donors, 95% of Garcia’s donors, and 89% of donors to Aldermen 
races into Catalist. Thus, this data provides very comprehensive 
coverage of Chicago donors. For gender, income and race, around 
2% to 5% of the population could not be coded. These respondents 
were removed from sample. This does not significantly affect the 
final analysis.
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