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“IEJF’s funding has made 
more of an impact on our 

organization than we 
could probably ever 

put into words.”

-Current IEJF Grantee



Current and Future Plans for the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation
More than twenty years ago, the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation 
(IEJF) was formed and distributed an annual state appropriation of 
half a million to legal aid organizations. Now in 2022, we are proud 
to manage four separate state appropriations, totaling more than 
$10 million in annual funding.  

In the midst of this tremendous growth, it was important that we 
take a step back and thoughtfully chart out a future path for the 
IEJF.  A path that will position us to better serve the evolving needs 
of Illinois’ legal aid organizations and the populations they serve at 
this critical juncture.    

Over the past few years, the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
long-standing inequities in housing, employment and health care 
and fueled a tremendous need for legal aid that our grantee 
organizations have had to respond to. At the same time, our 
nation’s racial reckoning has made it urgently clear that as leaders 
in the legal aid community, we must do more to champion racial 
justice in our communities and inside our organization. 

That is why a major focus of our Strategic Plan is integrating an 
equity lens into everything we do. This means focusing on how 
marginalized communities, particularly communities of color, will be 
affected by the funding decisions we make.  It also means engaging 
with these communities and key stakeholders to learn more about 
their experiences and viewpoints to better inform our work.  

Ultimately, through this approach, we can reduce some of the 
barriers to accessing the civil legal aid system for people in Illinois, 
regardless of their socioeconomic status.   

This Plan would not have come to fruition without many key 
contributors. I want to extend our gratitude to our Board of 
Directors and the legal aid organizations, state legislators and 

community leaders who provided valuable insights throughout 
our planning process.   

It was a priority to bring diverse perspectives to the table to 
ensure that we honestly assess our organization and generate 
new ideas on how best to increase the IEJF’s impact. 

I am honored to share the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation’s 2022-
2026 Strategic Plan. And I’m excited to see it come to fruition as we 
work to help more Illinoisans get the life-changing legal assistance 
they deserve.

Sincerely,

Leslie Corbett
Executive Director 
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Executive Summary
Since its inception over 20 years ago, the Illinois Equal Justice 
Foundation (IEJF) has sought to ensure equitable access to the 
civil legal system. Early in this strategic planning process, the 
IEJF recognized the need to assess a combination of internal 
and external focus areas around financial growth opportunities, 
our role in the community, and impactful programming and 
partnerships. As a result, our strategic plan strives to serve as a 
foundational roadmap toward our 2023-2026 fiscal year goals 
and priorities; with the aim of ensuring that the organization 
remains nimble to address the ever-changing and increasing 
civil legal aid demands in Illinois. 

About the Illinois Equal 
Justice Foundation

The IEJF administers grant funds for four 
separate state appropriations.  It was 
created by the passage of the Illinois 
Equal Justice Act in 1999.

The IEJF has awarded over $47 million in 
grants to legal aid first responders across 
Illinois.

Representing organizations across the 
state, the IEJF Board is appointed by the 
Illinois Bar Association and the Chicago 
Bar Association to ensure equitable 
distribution of the state appropriation for 
civil legal aid.
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“IEJF funding is a key building block 
for our financial stability, as well as 
a badge of respectability which helps 

leverage other funds.”

-Current IEJF Grantee



Mission & Vision

Our Mission:
The Illinois Equal Justice Foundation funds civil legal aid in Illinois to 

champion the rights of those burdened by barriers to justice.

Our Vision:
Equitable access to and navigation of the Illinois civil legal system.

“Does this opportunity match with who we say we are? What is the message that this 
opportunity is sending? Will our stakeholders feel served?”

 -IEJF Environmental Scan Participant

“
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Core Values
The Illinois Equal Justice Foundation (IEJF) prioritizes preserving the dignity of everyone it serves and has identified four core 
values that are meant to ensure engagements and decision-making efforts are intentional, thoughtful, and impact driven.

Accountability: 
The IEJF utilizes an evidence-based, 

transparent, and standardized grantmaking 
process to ensure internal and grantee 

statute and rules compliance. 

Diversity:  
The IEJF is committed to diversity in our hiring 
of staff, contractors, board membership, and 

grantee selection decision-making.  

Equity: 
The IEJF seeks to increase access to legal 

representation for populations most impacted 
by the lack of legal resources.

Inclusion: 
The IEJF pursues and values alternative points 

of view, treats all interactions with respect, and 
partners with and funds entities across the state 

that share these principles.
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Plan Development Strategy Overview
The Illinois Equal Justice Foundation (IEJF) collaborated with T. Bailey Consulting Firm (TBCF) to develop its inaugural four-year strategic plan. 
TBCF cultivated and guided the organization through a comprehensive six-month strategic planning process organized into four phases that 
included information gathering, assessing the environment, priority and goal setting, and instituting the plan. A strategic planning committee 
comprised of board members, organizational leadership and staff were instrumental in supporting the process.

To be intentional in our strategic planning process, five priority areas were the primary focus throughout the strategic planning process. 

IEJF Strategic Planning Process Overview

Internal Areas
Financial Sustainability and Growth
Redefining the IEJF’s Role
Measuring Impact & Communications

External Areas
Assessing the External Environment
Partnerships and Collective Impact

INFORMATION GATHERING
January 2022

Phase 1: Committee development + 
generate critical questions

assessing the environment
February - March 2022

Phase 2: Review of internal materials 
+ conduct environmental scan

priority & goal setting
April 2022

Phase 3: Staff/board Retreat 
+ SWOT Analysis

institute the plan
May - June 2022

Phase 4: Strategic plan & 
action plan development

Priority Focus Areas
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Environmental Scan Assessment
The robust environmental scan assessment included data from a range of secondary and primary data sources. Key informant 
interviews were conducted with legislators and pro bono lobbyists and peer organizations. Surveys were disseminated to current 
contractors and grantee partners to identify areas of opportunity for future enhanced impact.          

The environmental scan sought to 
•	Assess the foundation’s value- 

added and highlight grantmaking 
best practices and opportunities  
for future action

•	Highlight current practices that 
support decision making in an 
ever-changing landscape

•	Understand financial models that 
support long-term sustainability

•	 Identify opportunities for 
enhancing partnerships with 
critical stakeholders

•	 Inform the foundation’s future 
role in incorporating equity across 
operations, advocating for funding, 
and driving policy

Environmental Scan Key Findings

The current funding 
model aligns with 

sector gaps

Six interviews with partner organizations

Six interviews with legislators and pro bono lobbyists

Two completed surveys with contractors

Fifteen completed surveys with grantees

Participants

Grantees value the IEJF 
partnership beyond 

funding

Analyzing and 
disseminating grantee 

data is an area of 
opportunity to elevate 
awareness of the IEJF’s 

impact

Opportunities exist 
to amplify impact 

through deepening 
relationships with 

partners

There’s significant 
value in utilizing 
an equity lens in 
grantmaking and 

programmatic 
decision-making
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SWOT Analysis & Findings
The SWOT analysis is an integral decision-making tool within 
the strategic planning process that provides an overall view 
of an organization’s current and future situation. By assessing 
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats, the IEJF 
examined internal and external factors to analyze what’s 
working well and uncover areas of opportunity. 

The SWOT survey was completed by IEJF staff and board 
members. Findings from this survey were examined and 
ranked as part of a half-day staff and board retreat. 

The SWOT is supposed to support 
organizations in working in their “Zone 

of Genius” by overcoming their weakness, 
leveraging their strengths, taking full 
advantage of opportunities, and being 

proactive in anticipating how to respond 
to threats if they should arise.

-Tiosha Bailey, DrPH, MPH

STRENGTH

Org. Focus: well defined 
mission & mission-driven

Staff + Board: strong 
experience, skills and 
knowledge

Partnerships: diverse & 
dynamic partnerships

Org. Operations:  
operational excellence, 
established guidelines & 
practices 

weakness

Unstable funding: limited 
capabilities to influence 
funding levels 

Organizational 
Structure: staffing, 
succession planning, & 
employee training

Name Recognition: do 
others know who we are?

Grantmaking: need for 
continuous improvement 
& data utilization 

opportunities

Funding: explore additional 
sources 

Greater External Presence: 
create more visibility & face 
time in Springfield 

Enhance Org. Narrative: 
expand narrative to educate 
on impact made & inform 
public perception

Partnerships: examine and 
develop deeper partnerships 
with grantees

threats

Funding: inconsistent 
funding & budget cuts

Legislative/Political 
Relationships: diminished 
relationships w/ lawmakers

Competitors: competition 
in the legal aid grantmaking 
space & finite funder dollars  

Visibility: lack of visibility in 
the community and media

S w o t
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Strategic Priorities and Objectives 2022 – 2026
A half-day staff and board retreat supported the development of four strategic priority areas, overarching goals with supporting 
objectives and actionable strategies. 

Strategic Priority 1: Program & Grantmaking

The IEJF will increase impact by adapting an evidence-based decision-making strategy for programmatic support.

Goal: Amplify impact using measurement, equitable and evidence-based approaches to decision and grantmaking

Objective 1: Establish an equitable and evidence grantmaking approach
•	Create a grant rubric to standardize decision making within a grants program, to ensure grantees address specific 

priorities, and funding categories
•	Conduct a community legal needs assessment to identify statewide funding priorities

Objective 2: Expand funding partner relationships
•	Assess potential partnerships for alignment with organizational capacity and mission.
•	Maintain and expand statewide funding

Objective 3: Ensure equity in grantmaking
•	Conduct community outreach and increase efforts to engage non-traditional legal providers
•	Strategically fund newly established organizations with goals and values aligned with IEJF

Objective 4: Decrease grantee data collection burden
•	Leverage system capabilities to eliminate redundancies  
•	Update grant application processes to reduce the data collection burden for prospective and existing grantees
•	Explore the creation of a grantee profile repository where eligibility documents can be safely stored and accessed 

Objective 5: Implement grantmaking innovation in compliance with established rules
•	Explore the feasibility of multi-year grants
•	Assess established practices and make modifications to align with the adopted equity lens
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Strategic Priority 2: Partnerships
The IEJF will engage grantees and peers through inclusive partnerships with enhanced collaboration, outreach, and strengthened 
knowledge exchange opportunities.

Goal: Drive collective impact with grantees and partners

Objective 1: Enhance partnerships with grantees
•	Share mission, values, and vision for alignment
•	Engage around shared concerns, training opportunities, and successes
•	Highlight and celebrate grantees as part of organization communications and annual report
•	Explore “IEJF Grantee Certification” campaign to aid in raising the organizational profile and leveraging funding

Objective 2: Enhance partnership with peers
•	 Identify peer organizations within and outside of the state
•	Pursue collaboration with peer organizations to activate advocacy and funding efforts
•	Obtain and share best practices for effective grantmaking
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Strategic Priority 3: Advocacy
The IEJF will expand its capacity to conduct educational and outreach through bipartisan advocacy efforts.

Goal: Increase sustainability and funding dollars by developing and executing an advocacy strategy that expands and better 
informs the base and messengers

Objective 1: Bipartisan proactive attorney general and budgeteer outreach
•	Host routine in-district visits in addition to continued Springfield presence
•	Develop personalized approach in communications to district offices and Attorney General.
•	Honor key decision makers at annual events.

Objective 2: Expand the outreach team
•	Leverage a diverse group for outreach, including board members, grantees, staff, and Bar partners.
•	 Increase staffing and contractor capacity to support outreach efforts
•	Provide training, talking points, and support for all outreach team members to increase comfort levels and 

effectiveness

Objective 3: Expand legislative audience for outreach
•	Build strategic partnerships with specialized groups (i.e. Black, Latino and Asian American Caucuses, Women’s Caucus, 

Downstate Caucus).
•	Prioritize working with the AG’s Office and pro bono lobbyists to strengthen relationships with legislative staffers
•	Develop a proposal to be included in New Member Orientation for the legislature

Objective 4: Align with peer organizations with shared goals and interests
•	Refine narrative around shared messages and priorities
•	Push messages of complementary mission/vision to leverage coalition
•	Leverage community relationships to learn sector needs and communicate findings to decision-makers
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Strategic Priority 4: Finance and Fundraising
The IEJF will strengthen resource development by increasing brand identity and fundraising efforts to support the procurement 
of diverse fiscal opportunities.

Goal: Expand existing fundraising plan to support org. sustainability and execution of a 25th-year celebration

Objective 1: Promote brand awareness & name recognition
•	Launch a sponsorship committee to drive fundraising efforts
•	Develop a prospective funders list with shared values and goals
•	Use impact data to develop collateral that can be shared with partners & prospective funders
•	Conduct board member visits with key legislators and prospective funders

Objective 2: Diversify funding sources
•	Develop & continuously assess an annual fundraising plan
•	Gain approval and establish a budget for a reserve fund
•	 Increase unrestricted donations and private funding by 10%
•	 Increase annual board gift by 50%
•	Develop fundraising goals around the 25th celebration
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Accountability and Next Steps
The IEJF recognizes that implementing the 2022-2026 strategic plan will require an ongoing dedicated commitment of staff, 
board members, and other stakeholders over the next four years. Therefore, the existing Governance Committee will spearhead 
the implementation and tracking of the plan, in partnership with IEJF staff and other board committees. While the plan includes 
measurable outcomes for each strategic priority, the Governance Committee will also ensure the following:

•	 Relevant action plans are devised with key performance indicators and projected completion timelines
•	 Fiscal resources are allocated in conjunction with outlined strategic priorities
•	 Systematic tracking and monitoring of progress
•	 A decision-making rubric is operationalized to ensure that new programmatic opportunities align with the IEJF’s mis-

sion and values and addresses a relevant need that furthers organizational aims. 

Need
Is this opportunity a pain point for an 

organization, sector or society at large?

alignment
Does the opportunity align with the 
IEJF mission & philosophy? Does this 
opportunity highlight a connection 
between the IEJF’s stated impact, 

statewide reach and diversity aims, and 
long-term goals? Does it support or 

expand an existing program?

sustainability
Is this a short-term or long-term 
opportunity?  Is there funding to 

support the work? Can the IEJF spend 
the funds in the time allotted?

risk
What is the projected risk for the 
IEJF, respective optics from key 

stakeholders, etc.?

organizational capacity
What is the current internal capacity 

to take on this new opportunity?  
What shifts need to be made?

organizational expertise
Is the IEJF the right organization to 

take on this opportunity at this time?  
Is there another organization that is 

better positioned to do so?
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Conclusion & Acknowledgments
The IEJF believes that as we embark on implementing this strategic plan, we must ensure that the dignity of everyone we serve 
is preserved. Through intentional funding and partnerships, we believe that we can reduce some of the barriers to accessing 
the civil legal aid system for everyone in Illinois regardless of race, gender identity, heritage, physical and mental abilities and/
or socioeconomic status. This plan presents strategic priorities, goals, and objectives that are both realistic and aspirational. 
Through transparency in our core values, we seek to set clear expectations of who we are and invite others to collaborate with us 
in this journey.

We wish to thank and acknowledge the members of our Strategic Planning Work Group:

Kendric Cobb, Chair
Leslie Corbett
Keith Emmons

Gray Mateo-Harris
Lauren Meachum

Faiq Mihlar
Tyrina Newkirk

Allison Zidek

We also want to thank strategic planning consultant, Tiosha Bailey of T. Bailey Consulting, 
and Stefany Mandarino and Margarite Wypychowski for editing and design.

Acronyms
AG - Attorney General
IEJF - Illinois Equal Justice Foundation
SWOT - Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats
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