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Marie Trzupek Lynch grew up without a bridge to opportunity. So she built one. Now she's 

working to build bridges for the unemployed. 

 

These bridges are Lynch's metaphor for social capital — the connections that lead to professional 

possibilities. 

 

As CEO of Skills for Chicagoland's Future, Lynch, 40, networks at the highest levels to offer a 

way out for at least some of Cook County's roughly 230,000 unemployed residents. 

 

Backed by Mayor Rahm Emanuel and billionaire businesswoman Penny Pritzker, Lynch's 

nonprofit public-private partnership aims to identify open jobs and offer qualified candidates to 

fill them. 

 

When Emanuel announces a company is expanding in Chicago, Lynch — a data enthusiast 

described by Civic Consulting Alliance CEO Brian Fabes as a "social service person who can talk 

business" — isn't far behind with an introduction. 

 

She and her team court employers, typically making two to three pitches a day to companies like 

McDonald's Corp. and United Airlines, identifying their job needs and persuading them to hire a 

certain number of people from her program. 

 

With a goal this year of matching about 750 unemployed Cook County residents with jobs, Lynch 

will at best be taking a meager bite out of the county's unemployment rate. At 8.9 percent, it's 

typically more than a percentage point higher than the national rate. 

 

Armed with a budget of $2 million in public money and $1 million from private sources, she also 

has to prove that her organization's strategy works. The program, which is not yet a year old, is 

the local version of the Aspen Institute's Skills for America's Future, a national effort to address 

the skills gap by retraining workers. 

 

Employers tend to rely on referrals, resumes and poaching talent from other companies to fill 

open spots. Lynch said out-of-work candidates can be passed over because their skills are out of 

date or employers don't know how to find them, among other reasons. The simple fact of being 

jobless can carry a stigma too. 

 

"If you think about the population we're serving throughout the city and the county, everyone 

may not have that opportunity to get their resume to the top of the list," Lynch said. "Where we 

really make an impact is working with (employers) to say, 'Would you look at the unemployed?'" 
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Money for training programs — typically split equally between her organization and the 

employer — is allocated once the company has made a commitment to hire. 

 

United Airlines, McDonald's, SeatonCorp, SPR Companies and Freedman Seating Co. are among 

the employers that have agreed to fill about 550 jobs through the organization since late last year. 

JPMorgan Chase, which provided a $600,000 grant to Skills for Chicagoland's Future and holds a 

spot on the board, has begun hiring a number of the group's recruits. 

 

The jobs the group fills are about half entry-level and half midlevel positions. The positions 

generally pay $16,000 to $50,000. One high-skill position paid more than $100,000. 

 

The group is "one of many tools to help put the unemployed back to work in Chicago, and Marie 

is the right choice to lead this initiative," Emanuel said through a spokeswoman. 

 

"To be attractive as a city, you want to demonstrate that you're investing in your workforce, that 

you're committed to getting people retained and that you have an employment rate that is 

manageable," Lynch said. "Certainly when companies are making the decision on where to land, 

they'll factor that into their decisions." 

 

Something for everyone 
To get a handle on what employers are looking for, Lynch has stacked her board with the top 

human resources officials from some of the area's largest employers. 

 

Skills for Chicagoland's Future "fills a unique need where they can supply you with these 

candidates and understand what you're looking for at the same time," said board member Rich 

Floersch, chief human resources officer at McDonald's Corp. 

 

Lynch tries to serve the needs of the companies that are hiring. 

 

"I'm not going to employers with a caseload of job candidates saying, 'I have 200 people that 

were just trained in X, can you hire them?'" she said. "I'm going to them and saying, 'What are 

your needs?'" 

 

Her staff of 14 works in a sleek, glass-walled 37-story office tower on North Wacker Drive, 

subleased at a discount. There, staff members scour employment listings, including Illinois 

JobLink, the state's database of jobs and job seekers. They work with local agencies that help the 

unemployed and post ads for job seekers on the CTA. 

 

So far, 100 of the 550 jobs that have been committed have been filled. An additional 55 potential 

workers are in train-to-hire programs with employers. 

 

This year, the organization will use about $800,000 in federal workforce training money to help 

offset the companies' costs for training workers. 

 

This approach raises questions about whether it's fair to direct public dollars to private firms — 

and how to select which businesses get the money. Lynch said her organization has set rules to 

hold companies accountable for training, hiring and retaining workers. 

 

Some also question whether a company-focused approach is the best way to help the people who 

need it most. 



"The big tension right now is: If we go to this employer-driven model and we try to make 

employers happy, are we serving enough disadvantaged folks?" said Kevin Hollenbeck, vice 

president of the Kalamazoo, Mich.-based W.E. Upjohn Institute and an economist who studies 

workforce initiatives. "There is a social reason if, indeed, you're serving folks that would not 

otherwise get into those careers or have those skills." 

 

Lynch sees the training money as an incentive for companies to hire the unemployed. "I've seen 

that it does get different people in the door than normally would be, and quicker," she said. 

 

As Lynch talked in her office overlooking the Chicago River about her group's role in tackling 

unemployment, she spoke excitedly, her voice higher, the cadence faster. 

 

"I've seen some of the most amazing people through a series of unfortunate consequences, who 

never wanted to be unemployed that long," she said. 

 

Ambitious in youth 
Lynch grew up in suburban Villa Park, the second of four children and the only girl. Her father 

was a database manager, her mother a teacher. 

 

Her hometown, with its mix of middle- and working-class and low-income residents, didn't have 

what she calls a "bridge out," or an obvious route for those with high ambitions. 

 

"Her parents didn't have high-powered executive positions," said Lynch's husband, John, a 

director of real estate at aviation consultant Ricondo & Associates. "What got instilled in her 

from a young age was the value of hard work. Not everybody has all the advantages other people 

have." 

 

In high school, Lynch volunteered at a shelter for runaways and a refuge for battered women, 

thinking that helping others meant going into social work or becoming a teacher. 

 

Then she saw a sign for a graduate program in public policy in a hallway while at the University 

of Illinois. "I said 'Oh my God, that's it, that's what I want.' It had the components of an MBA, but 

all the work for a not-for-profit or government," she said. 

 

After graduation, Lynch enrolled in the University of Chicago's Harris School of Public Policy 

Studies, where, she said, she felt like she'd hit the lottery. It was the first time that connections 

and expertise were so easily accessible to her, and she jumped at every opportunity that came her 

way. 

 

"I probably took advantage of every single program," she said, chuckling. "Have a shadow? Yes. 

I'll take a shadow. Have a mentor? Yes. I'll take a mentor." Her mentor at the Harris School was 

John Duff, then-president of Columbia College Chicago, who offered her an internship that she 

completed while also interning in Mayor Richard M. Daley's office. 

 

One open door led to the next. Lynch's first job as an assistant to Daley evolved from her 

internship in his office. While there, she met policy chief MarySue Barrett, who remains one of 

her mentors. "There's a fearlessness and defiance of limits that's in the core of who Marie is," said 

Barrett, now the president of the Metropolitan Planning Council. 

 



That tenacity led Lynch to help Deloitte build its nonprofit and government practice in Chicago, 

which led to stints with the YMCA of the USA, where she was the director of operations, and 

with the YMCA of Metropolitan Chicago. 

 

In 2009, Lynch accepted a CEO role at the Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum but caused a ripple 

when she resigned a few weeks later over a difference in vision with the board of directors. 

 

"I know how important it is to be in lock step with your board. I think it was fortunate that I 

recognized that and I talked to the board about it," she said. "It certainly would've been preferable 

if it happened during the (five-month) search." 

 

One month later, Fabes hired Lynch to put together the program that became Chicago Career 

Tech. 

 

At the time, Daley wanted to pursue an idea about getting white-collar workers back in the job 

force. As Lynch helped with the search for an executive director, she was encouraged to apply for 

the top job. Lynch declined at first but had an "a-ha" moment and decided to put herself in the 

running. "The longer I was there and working on (developing) Chicago Career Tech, I felt very 

invested. I thought, 'I can make this happen.' It was a neat moment. It was so entrepreneurial and 

combines everything in my past." 

 

By 2012, Chicago Career Tech's three-year funding was coming to an end, the city and county 

workforce boards merged, and Lynch and others were thinking it was time to try a broader, more 

ambitious approach. 

 

Among them was Pritzker, who has long been interested in business and government alliances. 

She is the chairwoman of Skills for America's Future nationally, and the organization was 

interested in trying its approach to tackling the skills gap on the local level. 

 

Pritzker said Lynch recognized the need for Career Tech to move beyond its narrower mission of 

retraining unemployed people for new jobs in health care and technology, noting a growing 

number of employers with positions to fill in a number of disciplines. 

 

"What was missing … was a business intermediary, someone to act as a conduit between the 

unemployed and education and training providers and businesses," said Pritzker, also the 

chairwoman of Skills for Chicagoland's Future. "Marie saw that opportunity." 

 

High priorities 
Despite having taken on the most high-profile and high-pressure role of her career, Lynch said 

she insists on making it home for dinner — usually about 7 p.m. She and her husband have four 

children younger than 13, including twins. 

 

A decade ago, when Lynch was a senior manager at Deloitte, she offered to take a pay cut so she 

could leave in time to have dinner with her young family. Her boss agreed. Lynch would go home 

at 5 or 6 p.m., spend time with her family and then log on remotely at 8 p.m. to work a few more 

hours. 

 

Within a few months, her boss told her he would reinstate her full salary. Her clients, her team 

and her boss were happy. "He said, 'I would never have believed this would work,'" Lynch 

recalled. "And then I became the poster child there for becoming a working mom." 



Her days often start well before 6 a.m., when she goes for a run before her family wakes up. She 

ends her days a little after midnight on her computer, working or planning her family's schedule. 

 

"No grass grows underneath Marie," said Ellen Alberding, CEO of the Joyce Foundation and a 

funder and board member of Skills for Chicagoland's Future. 

 

Lynch and her husband, who met when they were 19, are co-partners and co-parents, they say — 

he shops and cooks, she tends to the laundry. He coaches basketball, she coaches cross-country, 

and they switch off for their children's doctor's appointments. Their mantra is "divide and 

conquer," with one parent getting the children off to school in the mornings, the other relieving 

their baby sitter in the evenings. But they manage their household the old-fashioned way, with a 

run-of-the-mill calendar that lists the entire household's activities a few months at a time. 

 

"I could see where someone would do 'Wife Swap' in my house one week and saying, 'She's 

insane,'" she said. 

 

Lynch's thirst to live in a busy, scheduled environment dates to her teen years, when she was up 

before school attending student council meetings and running cross-country, then working retail 

and doing homework before sliding into bed at 1 a.m. 

 

"It's not for everyone," she said. "You have to like that multitasking, high-organization life. It  

fulfills me." 
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Marie Trzupek Lynch, CEO, Skills for Chicagoland's Future 

Family: She lives in the northern suburbs with her husband, John, and children Jack, Cate, Jane 

and Grace. 

Hobby: Running outside most days, unless it's below 20 degrees. "I love to race. Honestly, it's 

also being a working mom. You don't need a gym. … It's so efficient and so good for your body." 

Likes Soldier Field 10-mile run and training along the lakefront. To celebrate her 40
th
 birthday, 

she ran the Hot Chocolate 15K with her three brothers. 

Women and success: "I think it is so positive for young women that (Facebook Chief Operating 

Officer) Sheryl Sandberg has helped to ignite a positive conversation about how women can 

reach their full career potential, should that be something they desire. I've personally found that 

mentors, a strong network and a husband who is an equal partner have been key to my career 

growth." 

Jobs struggle: "We're debunking some of that (unemployment) stigma that exists out there. And 

it helps to lift the entire economy by getting these folks back to work. But it's hard." 
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