
PURPOSE

 EDITORS’ NOTE  J e r r y 
Reinsdorf is a CPA and a law-
yer. He started his professional 
life as a tax attorney with the 
Internal Revenue Service. As 
the Owner and Chairman of 
the Chicago Bulls since 1985, 
he has turned the franchise 
into a lucrative business that 
won six NBA Championships 
in the 1990s. Since the early 
1990s, he has been consid-
ered one of the most infl uen-
tial basketball owners. As a 
baseball owner since 1981, 
the Chicago White Sox won 
a World Series in 2005. In 
April of 2016, Reinsdor f 
was elected to the Naismith 
Memorial Basketball Hall of 
Fame.

You commit a great deal 
of time and resources to 
philanthropy. What makes 
philanthropy so impor-
tant to you?

Sports organizations, 
and the owners and opera-
tors of sports teams, receive 
so much love from the cities, 
communities and fan bases 
that support them – through thick and thin – that 
it only makes sense that we return the same sup-
port. In that sense, I truly believe it is an obliga-
tion to give back. 

Owners are only temporary custodians of 
their teams. In the case of sports, sometimes it 
might mean a fi nancial donation to a charity or 
support for a cause, but even more often, it is a 
signed baseball or basketball, a hospital visit from 
an athlete, or even just stopping to shake a hand 
and say hello. 

On a human level, when you see the 
real power of sports to make people happy 
or to dramatically change someone’s life 
fo rever,  the  sense  o f  respons ib i l i t y  i s 
immense. When you can do something to 
help someone in your community who may 
be struggling, who may be disadvantaged or 
may need a lift, the reward is simply amaz-
ing. It’s a very powerful return for all of 
the support fans give their teams and their 
heroes – the players.

What  a r e  the  keys  to  e f f ec t i ve 
ph i l an thr opy?

There is so much need in our communi-
ties today. As much as you would like to be, the 
Chicago Bulls and Chicago White Sox just can’t 
be all things to everyone. We have tried to focus 
our impact and our giving efforts on specifi cally 
defi ned areas that are important to our franchises 
for a variety of reasons. 

Sometimes, you have to say no to others just 
to maintain your focus on what is important to 
you. So I defi nitely would say focus. As with any 
business unit, you have to hire great people and 
trust them to do their jobs. I believe the same is 
true for our giving efforts at the Bulls and White 
Sox. We have great community relations staffs, 
with people who care deeply about our fans and 
who are constantly looking for ways for our pro-
grams to have the biggest possible positive impact. 

Collaboration with community stakeholders 
who deliver services to those in need is impera-
tive to our success. We can deliver funding and 

in-kind assets, but we have 
to partner with the right 
stakeholders in order to 
deliver that support. We 
are not the experts – rather 
we are best used to support 
our community partners who 
do the actual work, make the 
impact and deserve the credit.

You are known as a 
results-oriented business 
leader with clear goals and 
objectives. Do you look at 
your philanthropic work 
the same way and how crit-
ical are metrics to track the 
impact of your charitable 
programs?

Metrics have become 
a very important element of 
charitable campaigns and 
are becoming even more 
so every day. We receive so 
much support from our fans 
and our sponsors that we feel 
a very real responsibility to 
make sure philanthropic dol-
lars are making a measurable 
impact. It’s our obligation to 
be responsible stewards to 
those who support us. 

We all want to make 
sure we are spending our philanthropic dollars 
wisely, and we always want to have measure-
ments in place to evaluate our efforts. Ninety-six 
cents of every dollar donated to White Sox and 
Bulls Charities is put back into the community. It’s 
an incredible return on a donation and one metric 
we’re incredibly proud to share. 

Another example is the Chicago Sports 
Alliance, comprised of fi ve professional sports 
teams in Chicago who recently joined together to 
help fi ght the gun violence that has been plagu-
ing our city. All fi ve teams – the Bears, Bulls, 
Blackhawks, Cubs and White Sox – donated 
funds and in-kind support, but we only agreed 
to do so under the guidance of evidence-based 
recommendations from the University of Chicago 
Crime Lab. Each of the fi ve owners was commit-
ted to making sure our money was used effi ciently 
to address the issue of gun violence. The Crime 
Lab helped lead us to other programs, like the 
Chicago Police Department’s Strategic Decision 
Support Centers, READI and Choose2Change, 
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and we have been able to make an incredible 
impact with metrics to prove it. 

Do you see it as a responsibility of busi-
ness leaders and leading companies today to 
give back and make a difference?

As I said earlier, I think it is absolutely true 
for sports teams and sports owners because of 
all we get from our fans and our communities. I 
think the same principle applies across the board 
to other businesses as well. Altruism, gratitude and 
karma aside, there is also a simple argument that it 
is good business, regardless of the industry. 

Today, it’s an expectation for a business to 
serve as a responsible steward for its local and 
global communities. People want to support 
and connect with brands and products that have 
shown they care, shown they are committed to 
improving their communities, the environment, 
the world. That trend is only growing more appar-
ent across generations. It’s often not just about 
transactions anymore. It is about building mean-
ingful relationships.

Will you discuss the history of giv-
ing back for the White Sox and how deeply 
engrained community engagement is in the 
culture of the organization?

I think that answer is probably easiest com-
municated through two stories, both about Robin 
Ventura, who was an All-Star third baseman for 
us from 1988-97 and then returned to manage the 
team from 2012-2016. I think the world of Robin.

When he was a player, Robin used to go to 
what is now Lurie Children’s Hospital in down-
town Chicago to visit patients, but he always 
wanted to do it without fanfare. One day, he met 
a very young boy hospitalized for an intense treat-
ment of a diffi cult cancer. The child was receiv-
ing treatment in a wing funded, in part, by the 
White Sox. Robin, the boy and his family became 
close, exchanging photos and cards as this young 
man battled the disease through his teens. Then, 
as things happen in life, they lost touch. Robin 
went on to play in New York, and the young man 
dropped from his radar as life moved on. When 
Robin came back to the White Sox as manager 
in 2012, he got a note of congratulations. It was 

from the young man, who had beaten his cancer, 
grown into a 35-year-old and was living a success-
ful life of his own. The two reunited happily at 
the ballpark one day and have remained friends.

Robin also befriended a young girl who was 
battling cancer, and as part of a special Make-A-
Wish program, he actually starred with her on 
stage in an annual presentation of A Christmas 
Carol. The two stayed close, meeting one another 
often at the ballpark over the coming years as 
her treatments continued. Sadly, she lost her battle 
with cancer, and her death – which Robin learned 
about at the ballpark one night before the game – 
was devastating to us all. We remain in touch with 
her family to this day.

Sports teams can write checks, donate tickets 
and sign baseballs to help raise funds for worthy 
causes. All of that is wonderful. In the end, how-
ever, we are just people, all sharing the same chal-
lenges, emotions, victories and losses, together. 
We try not to ever forget that.

What about the philanthropic work of 
the Bulls?

Getting out into the community and giving 
back to the city that supports us each year is an 
integral part of the Bulls culture. In 2012, my 
daughter-in-law, Nancy Reinsdorf, was named 
President of Chicago Bulls Charities, and work-
ing alongside my son, Michael, they made the 
strategic decision to take the team charity in a 
new direction with four areas of focus – youth 
education, youth health and wellness, violence 
prevention and military and first responder 
support. 

Since that strategic shift, the Bulls have 
contributed time, materials, resources and fi nan-
cial donations to organizations that share our 
commitment to those four pillars within the 
community. Nancy has done an incredible job 
with Chicago Bulls Charities, and both she 
and Michael are committed to giving back 
to the community. Last year, the team hosted 

and participated in more than 150 events that 
reached more than 200,000 Chicagoans. 

How do you engage the players in each 
team’s charity efforts?

Athletes are tremendous when it comes to 
getting involved in the communities where they 
play. Our players don’t have to be here long to 
quickly understand that giving back is just part of 
our organizations’ culture. It is part of who we are. 
Our manager and head coach preach its impor-
tance. It’s expected. 

They often point out that being on a success-
ful team means, almost by defi nition, being willing 
to make your interests secondary to those of oth-
ers, to give for the greater good. Our community 
relations departments are active within our club-
houses and locker rooms, talking to players about 
programs or causes that are important to them 
and their families. We then try to build programs 
that work within our vision and also support the 
interests of the players. 

Our players, their wives and their families are 
stretched a lot of directions during a season. There 
are a lot of demands on their time, but every sin-
gle player fi nds the time, fi nds a way, to help 
make a difference in Chicago. They are proud of 
that commitment, and so am I.

You have achieved great success in your 
life, both in business and in philanthropy. 
Do you take time to refl ect and celebrate the 
wins?

Every day. I grew up in Brooklyn sleeping 
on a cot in an apartment hallway, and I have 
led a life where I have been so fortunate to have 
experienced championships, great moments 
and great friends over my four decades in 
sports. I am going to paraphrase a famous line 
from one of my boyhood heroes to answer this 
question. Jackie Robinson once said that a life 
is not important except for the impact it has on 
others. That, in the end, is each of our chal-
lenges and each of our legacies.•

Jerry Reinsdorf joined more than 200 Volunteer Corps members during a 2012 KaBOOM! playground build
 in Chicago’s West Pullman neighborhood. The White Sox Volunteer Corps has engaged more than 5,000 fans 

and served nearly 48,000 hours in the community in the last 10 years.

Athletes are 
tremendous when 
it comes to getting 

involved in the 
communities 

where they play.
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