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Chicago has a bustling underground market, open every day to the elite and up-and-comers. The currency of choice is favors--social, economic, political. And their quiet exchange keeps the aboveground economy humming 

A woman, unknown to all but a few spectators, walks to the mound at Comiskey Park and throws out the ceremonial first pitch. A CEO is invited to join the board of a civic institution that he barely knows. A columnist helps a mogul get a date with a starlet. A Democrat and a Republican meet secretly, tipping an election and sparing a score of patronage workers the pink slip. 

Different as these events may be, they all fall within the favor economy--a vast underground system that quietly keeps Chicago's legitimate economy healthy. The favor economy is not tracked by experts and can not be analyzed with reams of statistics. To follow its ups and downs, you're better off going to the rumor mill--or to the bar at Gibsons--than reading The Wall Street Journal. Yet favors are vital currency for the city's elite and for its up-and-comers, who trade them to get ahead, to spread influence, and--occasionally--simply to do good. Active favor traders estimate they spend up to a quarter of their working hours orchestrating favors that cannot be tied directly to their actual job or the bottom line. The action is as pervasive in City Hall--where, one politico says, "favors are the DNA of Chicago politics"--as it is in high social circles--where, according to novelist Sugar Rautbord, "doing favors is as de rigueur as putting a napkin on your lap." 

The favor economy is hardly unique to Chicago. But it flourishes here because, like most economies, it thrives on stability. "This town's a sandbox," says public relations maven Tom Doody. "And it's always the same kids playing." Most such players assume that anyone who hasn't gone coastal by his or her mid-30s will be around for the next three decades--a healthy environment for extending long-term favor credit, the backbone of Chicago's favor economy. What's more, with so many of the powerful heavily vested in the system, if one among them hits a rocky patch, his favor creditors react in the same way as major banks when an important Third World country teeters on the edge--almost any measure will be taken to forestall an economic collapse. 

By comparison, the transient players in Washington, D.C., operate on a much harsher barter system. "For people from Chicago it can be very uncomfortable," says political consultant Kitty Kurth, who worked in the capital as a Democratic operative for three years. "Nobody offers to help, because people in D.C. feel like it's a zero-sum game--that every time someone else gains, they lose somehow." Though New Yorkers are more likely to stay put than the Beltway types, Gotham operates more purely on power and the perception of power, which can disrupt the smooth trading of favors. "In Manhattan, when a woman divorced a powerful man, it was like she had dropped from the face of the earth," says former New Yorker Maureen Smith, of Lake Forest, who is active on many charitable fronts. "In Chicago, those women get credit for what they themselves have done in the past." 

As for the other coast, Sun-Times columnist Bill Zwecker says his frequent dealings with the Hollywood hype machine have yielded a valuable lesson. "In Los Angeles you have to cash in favors before a month passes," he says, exaggerating, but not by much. "People in Chicago have elephant memories when it comes to favors." 

In setting out to write the unwritten laws of the favor game, I interviewed a score of men and women from all over the power grid--socialites, lawyers, politicians, journalists, and business types. Many offered me favors, including: gourmet meals, free office space, a ride to the airport, membership at a prominent downtown club, and the direct-dial numbers of others active on the favors exchange. (I accepted only the numbers.) These sources indicated that although the basic rules apply throughout the Chicago area, etiquette varies depending on the milieu. A favor granted in a North Shore drawing room, for example, may arrive with such patrician noblesse oblige that it hardly seems a favor at all, just a spot of pleasantness between pals. In the harder corridors of City Hall, however, there's little ambiguity when a favor has been granted.  

Despite those differing styles, the ablest traders glide easily among Chicago's tight-knit realms of power. "The business and civic worlds are intertwined like an ecosystem," says one Democratic politico. "There's this tight nexus of relationships, and it's all built on favors." 

Consider this a prospectus, a rough guide for those considering a foray into the market. 
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Rule 1: Never grant a favor expecting a specific payback. 

The key to understanding Chicago's favor trade is to accept that it doesn't work on a quid pro quo basis. "That's a totally useless model," says one veteran lawyer. "Even when it's that simple, which is rare, the people involved never see it that way." To be sure, new acquaintances might exchange minor favors, and monitor repayment closely. But in time only the big favors matter, and they get offered with a karmic assumption that sometime, somehow, something good will happen in return. "When you do favors for people, it's like putting together a chemical reaction," says River North developer Al Friedman. "You set it in motion without ever knowing what will happen." 

Friedman cites a recent example of the favor economy paying off. Not long ago, the family of the late real estate mogul Lee Miglin approached him out of the blue and asked whether he would work with them to continue Miglin's legacy of development. A business partnership arose from those initial meetings. Apparently, someone had vouched for Friedman. "To this day, I have no idea who [the Miglin family] spoke with," he says, "but the kind word was probably based on something I did years ago." 

Further undermining the quid pro quo model, smart favor traders rarely cash in their favors for themselves. Instead, they leverage their good deeds to help out someone they are courting. But this is hardly serial altruism, says one Republican congressional aide: "It's just people spinning this huge spider-web matrix with themselves at the center."  

By constantly creating new indebtedness and new credit, says media lawyer Burton Joseph, players extend their tendrils in every possible direction. To Joseph, Chicago culture czarina Lois Weisberg epitomizes this style of playing the favor game. "What she does is never about enriching herself," Joseph says, "but eventually all those chickens come home to roost."  

A broker might call this diversifying your portfolio. Al Friedman puts it this way: "Always make a friend before you need a friend." 


Rule 2: The value of a favor can rise--and fall. 

Within the economy they fuel, favors are more like stocks than cash--their value fluctuates based on outside events. An obvious example: Three years ago, helping a friend get Bulls tickets ranked as about the largest kindness a Chicagoan could extend. Today, you might not feel so thankful for the chance to watch the former champions try to climb out of the cellar. 

Another obvious example: any favor granted to Alderman Patrick Huels, once Mayor Daley's main man in the City Council. A few years ago, someone who extended a good deed to Huels could expect a nice return--perhaps even that jackpot, an audience with Hizzoner himself. But since Huels's disgraced 1997 resignation amid corruption allegations, he is hardly in a position to pay back old favors. "Every person has their own 'paper,'" explains one lobbyist who watched Huels's demise up close. "When your power goes down, it's like your currency getting devalued." 

The stock analogy also helps explain another key aspect of the system--the eagerness of major players to invest in "comers." A favor granted early on to a rising star can bring a return that vastly eclipses the original investment. "When a new CEO who I know moves to town, I do everything possible to help him," says Scott Hodes, a lawyer and art collector. "I line him up with the right bank, the right law firm, the right accountant--all to grease his path into the tight circles of society. And I call my peers who head various charity boards to say, 'Jack Jones just moved here. If any seats on your board open up, please interview him.'" 

Corollary to Rule 2: Smart players protect their favor stock. 

In his two terms as secretary of state, the Republican George Ryan--one of the state's premier favor wanglers--built a base of supporters throughout that office's agency. But when Ryan ran for governor last year, some of his appointees feared for their jobs. There seemed no guarantee that those operatives would be retained if millionaire maverick Al Salvi, the Republican running to replace Ryan, won the election. 

Luckily for Ryan, Salvi's Democratic opponent, Jesse White, plays the traditional political game. As election day approached, aides from the White and Ryan camps met in secret to strategize on White's behalf, according to one insider. Many Downstate Republican mayors, loyal to Ryan, helped White's bid. On election day, White swamped Salvi. When White then took over the massive state agency, he kept many of Ryan's appointees in place. By saving his operatives' jobs, Ryan had ensured they would remember him gratefully every time they went to work. He had protected his favor capital, allowing it to continue gaining in value. 
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Rule 3: Personal and professional favors are interchangeable. 

When money is involved, the prudent separate their business and private dealings. With favors, there is hardly a distinction. That's partly because favors are traded in an uncharted netherworld, and partly because so many favors are purely personal--having to do with families, hobbies, sex, and so forth. At every stadium in Chicago, for example, a strong correlation exists between a fan's proximity to the field and the likelihood that a business associate has bought him the seat. Chicago's talk shows likewise draw favor-heavy audiences. "I repay a lot of sources for tips by helping 'Aunt Fay from Des Moines' get Oprah tickets," says Bill Zwecker. "Of course, those tickets sometimes just get passed along to someone else for use as a favor." 

Here's an odder example of professional ties yielding personal benefits: When the newly arrived Chicago bureau chief of a magazine needed to get up to speed quickly on local politics, a colleague told him to call Thom Serafin, the political operative and PR man. Serafin helped tutor the newcomer--and in return, on Serafin's wedding night, the bureau chief treated him to the honeymoon suite at the Nikko Hotel (now the Westin) downtown. Serafin sounds a bit like a Zen master when asked about the line between personal and professional favors. "There's always only one self," he explains. "If you try to make that distinction you're a fool." 

The children of the powerful often benefit from the favor exchange's business-personal crossover. When Trisha Rooney, daughter of Phil Rooney, one-time chairman of Waste Management Inc., started a storage business, Pat Arbor, then the Board of Trade chairman, threw work her way through his trading firm, Shatkin, Arbor, Karlov & Company. (Indeed, Arbor is practically a placement agency for the next generation. On the day I interviewed him, he had secured a highway crew job for a friend's son. A few days before, he had helped get a kid into the University of Illinois at Chicago, calling on Little Italy powerhouse--and mayoral pal--Oscar D'Angelo for assistance.) The examples of children of the powerful who end up in interesting jobs are too numerous to mention. Those who have landed jobs with the Chicago Bulls staff, for example, include the offspring of both former U.S. Labor Secretary Lynn Martin and William Smithburg, the former chairman of Quaker Oats. 

Columnist Bill Zwecker recalls a time when the favor he did for a regular source became particularly personal. It started when the source--a married corporate VIP--called to complain about an item. Talking on his cell phone, Zwecker mentioned that he was en route to interview celebrity sexpot Carmen Electra (the former Mrs. Dennis Rodman). The man cried that he'd love to meet her. So Zwecker invited him to drop by the hotel. "I felt weird about acting as his procurer," says Zwecker. "But he got me some great seats to a game--and, hey, I'm not God's cop." And, of course, it's unlikely that the source would ever deny Zwecker anything down the road. 
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Rule 4: Favors are often better than money. 

When Donnie Madia decided to open his own restaurant, Blackbird, on Randolph Street, he was rich in nightlife experience. Money was another matter. But in his years controlling the velvet ropes at hot spots such as Vinyl and the Funky Buddha Lounge, Madia had built up a sizable deposit in the favor bank.  

Debtors included many regulars who liked to impress dates by skipping past long door lines. "When I built Blackbird, I burned all the chits I had, on everything from upholstery work to china to payment extensions," he recalls. "Then I went into the hole, and those guys who helped me out early on will always be comped here." 

Fortunately for Madia, good tables at hot restaurants carry a high valuation among Chicago's elite--giving him plenty of chances to service his favor debt. By the time he decided to try trademarking the name Blackbird last spring (a New York restaurant had opened using the same name), he got a huge break on legal fees from a customer, a corporate lawyer who enjoyed going in every weekend during the high frenzy of the restaurant's evening rush. Each time, the lawyer and his wife had found themselves seated at their favorite table--no minor miracle given Blackbird's small size. 

Surprisingly often, favor traders will turn down cash for a service, preferring to accrue credit. Kitty Kurth explains the logic: "On a small job, if you charge them for it, they'll walk away resenting the cost. If you offer it as a favor, they go off feeling lucky." And, of course, that goodwill can mean references for more business down the road. "People feel indebted when you do things as a favor, so they try to help you out," Kurth says. 

Unlike deals based on money, favor transactions have no tidy closure, because you are never quite sure that you're fully paid up, or fully paid back. Of course, that ambiguity keeps the favor economy purring. "Keeping score doesn't work, because favors aren't numerical," explains Thom Serafin. "They're about human relationships, and the back-and-forth is what builds those relationships." What really matters is the churn of favors between two people, not who happens to owe whom at that moment. 

Artist Tony Fitzpatrick points out the final reason to take payment in favors: "The Feds can't tax goodwill." 
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	Rule 5: Never demand repayment for a favor. 

A senior City Hall aide describes one meeting with a group of out-of-town businessmen who thought they had curried favor by speeding along a project at the mayor's request. "They were trying to get some concessions from the city on a deal," the aide recalls. "At one point, their main negotiator said, 'We did this for him, so we expected you would reciprocate.' All the guys from our side of the table got really quiet. It was like a mask had come down over their faces. We just stopped reacting." The deal, naturally, went nowhere.  

Demanding repayment sends the signal that you treat your favors like accounts receivable--a fatal breach of etiquette. Scott Hodes likens favors to unenforceable promissory notes, explaining, "Most people would say 'Fuck you' if you demanded payback." Chicago Tribune writer Mike Conklin--who did a constant business in favors during his five years on the paper's "INC." column--remembers sources who actually tried this tactic. "Once someone said, 'You owe me,' that was it for them," he explains. "Maybe that time I'd do what they were asking. But I'd never return their calls again." 

Why does the idea of demanding payback ignite such contempt? "People who keep score are perceived as being in the short-term game," says Tom Doody. "I just disengage from them." That's the strategic explanation, but there's an emotional angle as well: Whatever their other motivations, people who do favors feel good about themselves afterwards. "If you do a favor for me, it's supposed to be because you're a great guy," says one veteran Democratic operative. "So when someone tries to call in a favor like they're a bill collector, it makes the whole relationship null and void." Demanding repayment, in other words, rips down the façade of altruism that cloaks so much of the favor economy's dealings. And, really, who wants to feel like a glorified precinct captain? 

But if demanding repayment is taboo, how do players cash in old chits? Many start by simply describing the issue at hand to a person they have helped in the past, perhaps even invoking that previous favor in a nostalgic way. This lets the person know, indirectly, that this would be a great chance to return the favor. Usually that suffices. If not, it may be hopeless. "If someone doesn't understand that they owe you," says Serafin, "nothing you say can make them get it." 

Corollary to Rule 5: You can demand repayment for granting a favor, but only if you do so immediately. 

When White Sox owner Jerry Reinsdorf asked public relations executive Kathy Posner to fill in for him as Principal for a Day at Doolittle East Middle School, near Comiskey Park, she had an immediate request: that the Sox furnish a memento for every student, and that she get to throw out the first pitch at a Sox game. On June 16th, Posner launched a slider from the pitcher's mound at Comiskey Park before more than 10,000 fans--all of whom, she admits, "probably wondered, 'Why is she there?'" A crew from Dateline NBC even taped the moment, to be used in a segment profiling her as the archetypal workaholic. As Posner explains all this to me, I glance up and notice a sign on her office door. It reads, "What's the half-life of a favor?" 
  

Rule 6: Always try to offer a favor before it is requested. 
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Again, feelings matter in the favor economy, and a favor offered voluntarily pads the offerer's account in several ways. He or she gets credit not only for the favor itself, but also for having spotted a need and filled it unprompted, the mark of a real friend.  

What's more, the recipient is doubly grateful--for the favor, of course, but also for having been saved from pleading. "It's always better if you don't make people ask," says Maureen Smith. "If you know someone's child is applying to your alma mater, you offer to write them a recommendation letter." 

Smith recalls that when she moved to Chicago from New York after marrying E. B. Smith, the Chicago banking scion, a great many people volunteered to help introduce her around--offering everything from seats on charity boards to invitations to society lunches. "I will forever be grateful to those people," Smith says. "Though I have to admit, at first that style of doing things made me a little paranoid." 

Of course, being in a position to offer unrequested favors projects an image of power and connections. "For some guys, doing favors for people is almost like a show of plumage," says Tom Doody. In the world of politics, this can have amusing effects, as officials scramble like claim jumpers to take credit for a favor--say, the securing of a zoning variance--for which they had marginal responsibility. 
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Rule 7: Those who abuse the system get frozen out. 

Though Carol Moseley-Braun's political demise last year had many causes, her failure to play the favor game correctly hardly helped. Fundraisers regularly complained that the senator showed up late to their functions and often didn't work the room hard enough. By the time her campaign needed money to fight her opponent, Peter Fitzgerald, heir to a banking fortune, the damage was done. Just before the November election, one Democratic operative told me, "If I've heard it once, I've heard it ten times: Major Democratic women fundraisers are complaining that they haven't heard from her since '92."  

Thus, though senators wield a fair amount of clout, many Democratic insiders didn't go out of their way to help her, figuring their hard work would go unremembered--even in the unlikely event that she beat Fitzgerald. (Confirming her status in some people's eyes as only a "taker" in the favor economy, the defeated Moseley-Braun never endorsed Mayor Daley during last winter's municipal election--even though Hizzoner had thrown the senator a half-million-dollar fundraiser during her re-election campaign.) 

Things can turn equally frosty on the social front. Maureen Smith recalls the case of one CEO who had recently arrived in Chicago and seemed poised to slide seamlessly into the city's high society. Then came an important Christmas party, the sort of elegant event at which merely being invited counts as an honor. The CEO "showed up in a horribly casual outfit, and spent the evening telling people exactly how unsophisticated he found Lake Forest, compared to his East Coast hometown," Smith recalls. "Then he bragged about how someone was 'begging' him to join the board of an important downtown arts institution. He didn't know it, but the head of the organization's board was sitting at his table. I never saw him at another party."  
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Market watch 

As in any market, the trade in favors fluctuates in value. Here's an index of those that have spiked up or down lately. 

Chicago Bulls tickets: Hundreds of thousands of Chicagoans had forgotten how tedious a pro basketball game could get, even with inane contests and routines filling every spare second.  
Forecast: Decline may have bottomed out, but no signs of a rebound yet. 

Cuban cigars: When the big boys play at being bad boys, the "Cubans" come out. Now that the cigar craze is leveling off and even your accountant claims a direct pipeline to Havana, the major players compete to pass out the rarest among the Cuban brands. 
Forecast: Stable, with slow growth, at least until Fidel Castro dies or the embargo gets lifted. 

Hotel rooms: Chicago's convention business can make it a tough place to score a room on short notice. But a few real estate bigwigs and PR types have hotel connections, and their out-of-town friends appreciate not having to choose between the far suburbs and a downtown fleabag. 
Forecast: Slight downturn possible, due to the recent flurry of hotel construction. 

Jerry Springer tickets: Critics may call the show a moronic slugfest, but it's still a favorite favor. "You wouldn't believe what Springer tickets can do," says Kathy Posner, whose access to tickets stems from her days as Springer's flack. "I have been hit up by friends, clients, their relatives, and even White Sox players." 
Forecast: Springer's distributors claim they will no longer air violent incidents, so the show's cachet may dim. Then again, sitting in the audience might become the only way to see the unedited mayhem. 

Charity board seats: Corporate flight and a general decline in civic-mindedness have created high turnover in this sector. As Maureen Smith points out, "There are more seats now, but less longevity," so the chance of rubbing elbows with a true heavy hitter has faded somewhat.  
Forecast: Continued decline, unless a new civic spirit captures the city's upper crust--and business leaders stop losing their jobs to mergers.


