
 

Pritzker team sets sights on Eli Lilly, with abortion key 

Illinois is poised to capitalize as Indiana's new law makes its 
corporate citizens restless. 
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Eli Lilly’s cry for help has been heard in Springfield. 

The Indianapolis-based pharmaceutical giant over the weekend released a most unusual 
statement, saying after the Indiana Legislature voted to ban almost all abortions in that state, 
“We are concerned that this law will hinder Lilly’s—and Indiana’s—ability to attract” top talent.  



In the statement, the company recognized “that abortion is a divisive and deeply personal issue 
with no clear consensus among the citizens of Indiana." It continued, “Despite this lack of 
agreement, Indiana has opted to quickly adopt one of the most restrictive anti-abortion laws in 
the United States.”  

“Given this new law, we will be forced to plan for more employment growth outside our home 
state," it added. 

Though no one now wants to give details, efforts to talk to Lilly—as well as Cummins, which 
released a milder statement, and health care giant Roche, which also has operations in Indiana—
will be starting soon, according to a source close to the matter. 

Illinois won’t necessarily try to grab the headquarters. But given Illinois' competitive cost of living 
compared to other big states that might make a pitch (like New York and California) and its talent 
advantage over Indiana, a fairly large investment here is potentially within reach, the source says. 

Without giving details, Gov. J.B. Pritzker’s office is doing nothing to discourage speculation that 
efforts to woo Lilly here are underway. 

“The governor is in regular contact with numerous business leaders, both in Illinois and 
nationally, to discuss Illinois’ competitive strengths—including the fact that we have enshrined 
reproductive rights into law while others are stripping them away,” his spokeswoman, Jordan 
Abudayyeh, said in a statement. 

Sources also report that some Chicago developers, who have been busily adding lab space in the 
city designed to appeal to biopharma companies, have reached out to Lilly on their own. It’s a lot 
easier to set up, say, a new research center just over the border than it would be on the other 
side of the country. And Pritzker has made no secret of his efforts to lure companies here over 
lifestyle and personal freedom issues. 

Another potential factor: As industry publication Fierce Pharma has noted, Lilly's relationship 
with Indiana government has shown signs of strain lately. Earlier this year, CEO David Ricks 
rapped the state's level of education attainment in a speech before the Economic Club of Indiana: 
"The ability to resell the workforce, I think, could improve," he said, according to Fierce Pharma. 
“Health, life and inclusion, overall, I think, conditions rank poorly nationally in our state. And also 
workforce preparedness, also related to reskilling, is a liability for us.” 

Ricks noted Indiana’s health care costs exceed those of neighboring states, making the Hoosier 
State unattractive to potential employers. Even so, Lilly contributed $2.1 billion a month later to 
build two new factories in Indiana’s Boone County, with plans to add 500 new jobs. 

Chicago "a natural fit" 
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Chicago would be a natural fit for the company’s expansion, says John Conrad, president and CEO 
of the Illinois Biotechnology Innovation Organization, or iBio, a trade organization for the life 
sciences industry. 

The Chicago area has both an established biopharmaceutical industry, with corporate giants like 
AbbVie and Horizon Therapeutics, but also a growing group of smaller life sciences companies, 
which have contributed to Chicago’s life sciences job growth in recent years. The talent pool is 
also supported by Chicago’s proximity to top universities graduating science and engineering 
talent, like the University of Illinois, the University of Chicago and Northwestern University. 

A recent report from commercial real estate services company CBRE showed that Chicago ranked 
sixth for job growth in the life sciences sector among the nation’s top 25 markets. Chicago lagged 
behind Nashville, Dallas-Fort Worth, Salt Lake City, Atlanta and Miami, but Chicago has more life 
sciences jobs than each of those markets. 

Aside from affordable talent, Chicago also has the lab infrastructure a company like Eli Lilly would 
need, Conrad says. Over the last several years, real estate developers have doubled down on 
building laboratory space in Chicago, particularly in Fulton Market and in the evolving Lincoln 
Yards development on the North Side, two spots that Conrad says could accommodate thousands 
of Eli Lilly workers. 



“They both can provide an amazing campus that supports both the lab and office functions,” 
Conrad says. “And those facilities are located in areas where their talent is going to want to live, 
work and play.” 

Chicago often uses tax credits to attract out-of-town companies and would consider giving a tax 
incentive to Eli Lilly if it chose to expand in Chicago, said Michael Fassnacht, CEO of World 
Business Chicago, the city’s economic development arm. 

“We try to be competitive with tax incentives, but I don’t want that we have the best tax incentive 
package to be a top reason why you choose Chicago,” Fassnacht says. 

"The canary in the coal mine" 

A growing number of companies, including Citigroup, Apple, Bumble and Levi Strauss & Co., are 
offering benefits for reproductive-care services in states that have imposed restrictions. But Lilly's 
announcement marks a swift escalation by a multinational that employs 10,000 people in 
Indiana, where the drugmaker was founded in 1876. 

Lilly was among those companies that spoke up nearly a decade ago when Indiana legislators 
passed a religious freedom law that was seen as allowing discrimination against gay and 
transgender people. 

“It’s interesting that the first abortion law is coming out of Indiana after the religious freedom 
bill,” says John Boyd, president of The Boyd Co., a corporate-relocation firm based in Boca Raton, 
Fla. “This is the canary in the coal mine: Lilly is the first big player coming out and speaking 
publicly. Life sciences companies are highly sensitive to women’s access to reproductive services. 
Companies that view ESG (environment, social and governance issues) as central to their brand 
and recruiting strategy will factor in abortion as a fundamental question.” 

Indiana is the first of several states that are expected to enact stricter abortion laws, and many 
of them have been among the most successful in wooing companies away from Illinois, New 
Jersey, California and other states with high taxes but more liberal social policies. 

“If you look at companies moving to Nashville, Tampa, Miami, Austin and Dallas—these are 
places that likely will have new abortion restrictions,” Boyd says. “What abortion does is provide 
a wedge for a governor like Pritzker to form a relationship with a company and start a 
conversation. ESG is the strong suit for Chicago’s economic development message right now. 
What else can Chicago talk about right now?” 
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 Pritzker has made no secret of his efforts to lure companies here over lifestyle and personal 
freedom issues. But he won’t be alone in calling on Lilly. New Jersey, Massachusetts and 
California also are longtime life sciences strongholds. 

“You’d like to think Chicago would be in the mix, given its proximity to Eli Lilly and the cultural 
synergies in the Midwest,” Boyd says. “New Jersey is certainly going to make a big play for Eli 
Lilly.” 

Chicago is sure to face competition from other cities where Eli Lilly already has research and 
development offices, like San Diego, San Francisco and New York, according to its most recent 
annual filing. Chicago may also face competition from the country’s largest life sciences hubs, like 
New York, Boston, Washington, D.C., or Los Angeles. 

UPDATE: At an unrelated event announcing a city solar-energy deal Monday afternoon, Pritzker 
didn’t elaborate much, but Mayor Lori Lightfoot surely did. 

Lightfoot noted that the city awhile ago reached out to Fortune 500 companies based in states 
with strict anti-abortion laws. “We, like the governor, have reached out and offered our hand (to 
Eli Lilly). We hope we will be in deep conversations with them.” 



Confirmed Pritzker: "Already, I've reached out to affected companies in Indiana. We want them 
to know they will be welcome in Illinois." 

Bloomberg contributed to this story. 

 


