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Campaign Finance and Political
Action Committees

Contribution Limits

Presidential Campaign Financing
Party Expenditures

Political Action Committees (PACs)

One of the most important aspects of election campaigns, and political activi-
ties more generally, is money: who gives it, who spends it, who regulates it,
and what effect it has on election results and on policymaking. Surprisingly, a
huge quantity of information is available on the subject, and easily accessible
through high-quality reporting by the federal agency that regulates it. This
abundance stems chiefly from the large number of elections in the United
States and the effort over the last four decades to collect data about them and
make those data available to the public. This serves the public interest by
allowing for more disclosure of who was donating to whose campaign.

Campaign finance law is in flux, as laws that are passed are often chal-
lenged in court. One example is the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act
(BCRA).0f 2002, a comprehensive attempt to regulate the role of money in
campaigns, which enacted new contribution limits (Table 2-1), changed the
law on “soft” money (Table 2-8), and otherwise reworked campaign finance
law. Likewise, a fairly recent Supreme Court decision, Citizens United v.
Federal Election Commission in January 2010, allowed the emergence of
“super” political action committees. These Super PACs could raise unlimited
money from corporations, labor unions, and individuals, and spend that
money supporting and opposing presidential or congressional candidates so
long as they did not directly coordinate with the campaigns (Table 2-10). In
American Tradition Partnership, Inc. v. Bullock, a Montana case, the U.S.
Supreme Court held that Citizens United applied to state elections.!
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This chapter presents information on the amounts of money collected and
spent by individual presidential candidates (Tables 2-3 and 2-4), along with
more aggregated information about expenditures by the political parties
(Tables 2-6 through 2-8). The most recent campaign expenditures for all 435
representatives and 100 senators can be found in Chapter 5 on Congress
(Tables 5-11 and 5-12).

One could easily be intimidated by all of the numbers on campaign
finance. The publications of the Federal Election Commission (FEC) alone
run to multiple volumes every two years, with detailed accountings of the
receipts and expenditures of candidates in federal elections. Additional vol-
umes are produced, though inconsistently and much less systematically, by
various state agencies. Because such information is so voluminous, it is often
summarized as we do here by how much was spent by various types of politi-
cal action committees (Table 2-11), which PACs are the biggest contributors
(Table 2-13), and so on. We encourage you to explore the FEC site to find
more information about any specific campaign (or group of campaigns), or
about specific donors.

This wealth of information has been collected since the mid-1970s, when
the FEC was established. Although studies of campaign costs were conducted
before then, the present time series are often limited to this span of about forty
years. Laws regulating campaign contributions, expenditures, and interest
group activities change so frequently that longer time series are often unob-
tainable and would be misleading even if they could be compiled. For exam-
ple, the growth of PACs dates from 1974 because changes in the laws at that
time allowed their establishment (Table 2-9). Similarly, data on public fund-
ing of presidential campaigns date from 1976 (Table 2-5). Data from before
that would simply not be comparable.

Concern about money is not limited strictly to candidate spending.
Indeed, researchers and watchdog groups are probably more concerned about
interest group spending and about where candidates’ funds come from and
what, if'anything, that money buys. Fortunately, more and more data are now
available on interest group finances and on candidates’ fundraising as well as
on expenditures. Many of the data are related to PACs, the dominant organi-
zations through which interest groups raise and spend money (Table 2-10).
The information presented here is related primarily to the general categories
of PACs (Tables 2-9, 2-11, 2-12, and 2-14); the list of the largest PAC con-
tributors illustrates the variety of organizations that fall into these categories
(Table 2-13).

Because money is at the heart of interest group activities, matters of cam-
paign finance law are directly relevant to this chapter. At the federal level,
these regulations consist mainly of fairly straightforward contribution limits—
limits that were recently changed by the BCRA (Table 2-1) and Citizens
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United (Table 2-10). At the state level, there is a myriad of contribution and
expenditure limits (Table 2-2).

Of course, not all questions about efforts to influence the electoral or the
political process involve money, at least not in a direct sense. Other aspects of
interest group activity that can be quantified are depicted in Chapters 5 and
11, such as the growth and decline of labor unions (Table 11-8) and interest
groups’ ratings of members of Congress on how favorable their votes were to
the groups’ interests (Tables 5-11 and 5-12).

For obvious reasons, no one is able to collect systematically what would
surely be the most captivating data on organized interests: that on any bribes,
threats, and blackmail that may insinuate themselves into campaign finance.
Auvailable data provide unprecedented knowledge and research potential about
the scope and possible influence of organized interests, and we encourage you
to explore them. However, merely saying that a member voted a certain way
after receiving money from a particular group is not evidence of bribery or of
other untoward influences of money; as one potential explanation, groups
often give their financial support to those who have already shown themselves
to be supporters. We address these issues in some of the data essays we
include in this chapter—linking campaign donations to public policymaking
is often far more complicated than most armchair observers believe it to be!

Notes

1. This case is one of the few cases each year decided by per curiam opinion—when
the Supreme Court essentially deems the outcome so obvious that there is no need
to go through a full process. See Table 7-7 for details on the number of per curiam
opinions issued-by the Court over time.
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Table 2-2 Contribution Limits on Funding of State Election Campaigns

Political
action

State Individuals ~ Corporations Labor unions committees State parties
Alabama no no no no no
Alaska yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Arizona yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Arkansas yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
California yes yes yes yes no
Colorado yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Connecticut yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Delaware yes yes yes yes yes
Florida yes yes yes yes yes
Georgia yes yes yes yes yes
Hawaii yes yes yes yes yes
Idaho yes yes yes yes yes
Illinois yes yes yes yes no?
Indiana no yes yes noP no
Iowa no prohibited no no no
Kansas yes yes yes yes no?
Kentucky yes prohibited prohibited yes no
Louisiana yes yes yes yes no
Maine yes yes yes yes yes
Maryland yes yes yes yes yes
Massachusetts yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Michigan yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Minnesota yes prohibited yes yes yes
Mississippi no yes no no no
Missouri yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Montana yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Nebraska no no no no no
Nevada yes yes yes yes yes
New Hampshire yes yes prohibited yes yes
New Jersey yes yes yes yes no
New Mexico yes yes yes yes yes
New York yes yes yes yes no?
North Carolina yes prohibited prohibited yes no
North Dakota no prohibited prohibited no no
Ohio yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Oklahoma yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
Oregon no no no no no
Pennsylvania no prohibited prohibited no no
Rhode Island yes prohibited prohibited yes yes
South Carolina yes yes yes yes yes
South Dakota yes yes yes no no
Tennessee yes yes yes yes yes
Texas no prohibited prohibited no no
Utah no no no no no
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Table 2-2  (Continued)

Political
action
State Individuals  Corporations Labor unions committees State parties
Vermont yes yes yes yes no
Virginia no no no no no
Washington yes yes yes yes yes
West Virginia yes prohibited yes yes yes
Wisconsin yes prohibited prohibited yes no
Wyoming yes prohibited prohibited yes no

Note: The definitions of “contributions” and “candidates,” as well as the limits on sizes of con-
tributions and other restrictions (for example, from government employees, regulated indus-
tries), vary widely across states. For details, see source.

@ Unlimited, except for primary elections in Illinois (subject to limitations), contested primary
elections in Kansas (subject to limitations), and primaries in New York (prohibited).

b Unlimited, except for PACs designated for a specific candidate (subject to corporate
limitations).

Source: National Conference of State Legislatures, “State Limits on Contributions to Candidates
2019-2020 Cycle,” www.ncsl.org.

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



(sanunuoos ajgny)

¥ ydosor

0 SLY 09T 10S°616°€L0° L™ 9S¥°E 611°€8LS1 0 0 c6STol1 Y€0°0v6°9S0°1 ‘uoprg

syerowdq

[ preuod

TE8EELTS  TOVOYLOIS 6TE688TSLS — £89°86Y9CS  I8SHOVIIS  0S 0$ 108$ Y97 S68V0LS ‘dumuy,

suedrqndoy]

Su3wduid puvy uo SJUDUIDSUNGSIP  (SIUIUDSINGSIP spunfa. spuawdndal  SJUMISINGSIP  SIIIUUIOD  SAANJIPUIAXD a1DpIpUnd

Aq pamo s1qaq  YSpI 1521V v 42110 UoONNqLIUOd  UDOJ [PJOL  SUISIDAPUN,] 4210 Suyniado JALiDg
0] 0] S42fSun.f

LSS'E06T90Y  YOTBEEYT  116°06S°ST9  91€°8S9'SLY 1 €T 96Y 8LS8TH'T  8LE'STR0LY VLT SES'SSTI 886781 [810) pueit)

S9)ePIPULD

Kuo

-Arewnad

SLOIEY 1ST'T  861°099°01  0T9°S6S°€6 91E8S9SLY 1 6€€ Y8y 19€°91 6L9°108°0L9 886781 886181 [e10L

S9)epIpULD

uonod[d

TSSTILYTIST  900°8L9°C 16T°666°1€S  — ¥80°CI LITTIF' 1 669°€C 987°0S€°S8T°1 0 [eI9US3T [0,

6LETH6'E 6¢l 0rL01 - ¥80°C1 00T°C 661°S1 81L°006°C 0 SI_PO

~ ydosor

SLO6LIPLO'T  19€°LL L9T'cEr'0sT  — - ¥90°€9S  © 00T°S €80°860°€T8 0 ‘uoprg

S1eI00Wd (]

‘[ Preuod

8TTOSETYLS  90S°009°CS  ¥8TISSI8TS 08 0$ €56°9v8$ 0% SSY1SE8SHS 0$ ‘duwnry,

sueorjqnday

w19 spc1202.4 12130) oS128/J0 SUDoj 42y 2DpIpUDI  S22JNUULOD sa1gand spnpiapul  Spunf [piopa] 210pIpUnd

pup S42fsuv.j Y] WOAf SUDPO]  A2YJO WO wouf wo.f JAng

/SUONNGLIUO ) SUONNGLIJUO) SUOINGLIJUO,) SUONNGLIJUOT)

0207 ‘ooueur udredwie) [enuapisald ¢€-7 dqeL

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



‘A0 09 MMM (0Z0T ‘T € 19quId9(] YSnoay [
syuowasIngsi(q udredwe)) [enuopIsald (7 9[qeL,, PUe L0Z0T ‘1€ Joquade ysnoayJ, sydiooay udredwe)) [enuopisald ;| 9[qeL,, ‘UOISSIWIWO)) UOT}OJH [BIOPI] 5224108

‘(umoys jou) soyeprpued Ajuo-Arewtid 1oy suSredured 03 pomo $1qap Ul /61 €$ JO [€10] B OS[e ST 1Y ], ,
"3]qe) 20108 D Y} Ul A105910 dyeredds  se pajussdld S YoIyM ‘SJUSASINGSIP SUNUNOIE Pue [BFI] SAPN|IU] g
"9]qe} 90IN0S DI AU} Ul S[e10) djeredos oIe $)OSJO UL SIOFSUET) ‘IO PAUIqUIOD YSNOYIY ,

"SOJLIT)SA IS} UT PAPNIIUT ST UOTJRULIOJUT SO 0§ TedA J[SuIs & ur 000‘0S$
Furpaooxa saImIpuadxa eW IO SUOHINQLIIUOD PIAIIIAI OYM SIO[IJ [[B J0J AIOJepUBW SI PUEB ‘A[[EOTUOI)OI[S 0S dUOp a1k poprwgns syodar Jo Juad1ad 6 Ajerewrxorddy
"pPapNIoul Jou I ()77 J2qude pue ()Z0Z YoIBIA uedamidq toded uo panrwqns syrodar os ‘sarouadunuod ¢1-qrAQD 03 NP 00T YoIeN-pIul ul s1oyrenbpeay 901150 sy
PIso[o DA Y IOAIMOH "0Z0T ‘1€ Joquiesad - 6107 ‘1 Arenuef woi porod owir) o) 109J1 BJep 9SOY [, "SAIEPIPULD UONII[O [BIOUST opnjoxd sojepIpued Ajuo-Arewrid
10§ 18303 oy [, “A[ore1edos umoys J0U ‘UdsuaSIof of pue SUDMEH SIMOH ‘S)EpIpUEd oM} 9PNJoUl S[ej0} UONI[ [eIdUdT pue A10591e0  SISUIQ),, UOIOJ[S [RISUAD) J9JON

7E€8°G68°L1 S99VILLT  609°S061LOY  9S9'SIILS 608°LLY €Y €LLOTY 91 €66°6€T YLY'6VSTI  9LE'88S IP6°E  [810) pUBID

sajep

-1pued AJuo

-Arewnd

91°806F1  6€9°SILOT  6¥SYOIIYTT  L1L°909°0T V9L L8E9T 686°S17°91 €66°6€C 180°9S€° 1T LLV'ES8TOLIT [e10L
SO)EpIPULD

uonoad[d

TLY'L86T 9Z0'6¥0°IT  090°TIL0E8' T 6£6°T1S9E SP0°06T°LT ¥8LO1 0 €6E°COI T 668F0L'SIL T [e1ouds Jelo,
0¥8°€ST 8¥1°6€ 0€T°206°¢ 008°6 SYO°TI v8L01 0 0 109°698°€ SO
Su3vduind puvy uo SJUDUIDSUNGSIP  (SIUIUDSINGSIP spunfa. spuowdvdal  SJUUISINGSIP.  SINIUUIOD  SAANJIPUIAXD a1DpIPUnd
Aq pamo s3qaq  Ysvo 3saIvT o 210 UONNGLIUOD  UDPO] [PIQ]  SUISIDIPUN,] L2410 Suyniad /A g

1o 0y SA2fSun.

(ponunyuo))  ¢-g AqeL

94

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



95

‘A0 091 MMM ‘UOISSIWIIO)) UOTIIJ[H [eIopa -9y} WOI) BIep UONOI[d [eIopa) (810°s1a100suado mmm  ‘soyderdowd(g 1ouo(q,, ‘810°s101005uadQ) -22.41n08

‘porad uonodyoe [erousd oy ur ureSe pue porrdd uoneurwouold
) uI Junowe siy} 03 dn 9INQLIUOD P[NOI S[ENPIAIPU] “OTOT UL 0O8‘TS PUB 91T UL 00L TS SeM 91epIpULd B 0) AIS P[NOd IOUOP [ENPIAIPUI UB JUNOWE WNWIXBW I,

"SO1]OJ UDILIDULY UO SOYSYDIS
P11 JO suonIpa snoiaald Ul punoj oq ued sI1edK IDI[IBS 10J BIP IB[IWIS [ 70T ‘TT YSIBIN PUB L[0T ‘LT I9QUISAON UO Pasea]al Blep D] WOIJ Ik SJUNOWY 2J0N

L'ty (% €6 60 68€C uasuagIof
€0S 99¢ el 8'99¢ 8G1°6T81 dumnuag,
0°0¢ gee S91 07988 L60STT Y uaprg
020T
Ly 8'8Y (U4 9°C SII'S LIEHN
S'LS CLE €¢ 743 Sv'9 uosuyor
6°CS ¥'9¢ L0l S0l €LT°0SE dwniy,
I'cL I've 8¢ 0°50% sogses uoyur)
910T
#OI0W 10 000°T$ 666-00C$ 00Z$ 1opun (suotjjiu) suounqLUOd SUOUOP [DNpIAIpUI ampipun)
01 3u1ID32.433D SAOUOP WOL[ SUONNGLIUOD [VNPIAIPUL JO dZDIUIQID] [prplaipur it Nagl poztual fo soquinit [pio
00T PUe 910¢T
‘sojepIpue)) [enuopisald Suipea 0} siouo( [enplAIpU] wol suonngryuo)) poredaI3dy ‘eoueurq udredwe) [enuopisald -7 dqeL

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



96 Campaign Finance and Political Action Committees

A Data Literacy Lesson

Making Comparisons over Time

To paraphrase the cinematic philosopher of the 1980s, Ferris Bueller, data comes at
you pretty fast. If you don’t stop and look around once in a while, you could miss it.
We think Table 2-4 provides an interesting example of this: not in the data itself, but
in the source and how quickly it can change. If you were trying to find the most
recent version of this data, a logical place to start is to look at the source we used. In
this case, we found the information from Open Secrets, and (at least as we write
this) that’s where we’d suggest you start for more details. Depending on when you
read this, though, that might not be the case anymore.

If you look at earlier editions of this book, you’ll see that the information about
individual donors’ contributions to presidential campaigns was presented just a little
bit differently, and the source was the Campaign Finance Institute (CEI). As of June
2021, the CFI website was still up and running and appeared to have data from as
recently as 2019. A little digging though, and you can find that the CFI merged with
the National Institute on Money in State Politics in 2018, forming the new National
Institute on Money in Politics. In June 2021, the (still relatively new) National
Institute on Money in Politics merged with the Center for Responsive Politics,
another national nonprofit organization with a focus on tracking the effects of
money in politics, to form Open Secrets. That’s a lot of organizational change in a
short period of time. Each iteration of the organization gathered, aggregated, and
presented the data in a slightly different way.

Aside from the scavenger hunt that finding data can become when data-collect-
ing organizations go through institutional mergers and changes, these changes pres-
ent different options for what data are available. This becomes particularly
important when you are working to draw conclusions over long time periods. In
Table 2-4, we have presented information about individual donors at the aggregate
level for the past two. presidential elections. These are both from the same source
and present the same information so you can reasonably make comparisons between
the 2016 and 2020 election cycles. If this essay were about using data to identify
noteworthy changes, we might talk about how changes might be indicators for
research questions. (For example, does the increase in the number of individual
donors from less than one million combined in 2016 to over six million in 2020 tell
us-something about political engagement? But we digress because that’s not the
focus of this essay...)

You can find information about individual donors at the aggregate level in
previous editions of this book, but it would be difficult to draw comparisons using
the two different volumes because they use two different sources. The Campaign
Finance Institute, which is now two-times removed, reported donation levels at
$200 or less, while Open Secrets reports a level of $200-$499. (We’ve collapsed
that with the $500-$999 donation levels.) This difference of $1.00 is insignificant in
the scope of the thousands of dollars an individual can legally contribute to a candi-
date. But the difference in reporting is substantial because we no longer have the
ability to compare across those elections. We don’t know where the split is for those
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contributions that were $200 exactly and we’d be over-interpreting if we tried. That
dollar, as we said, does not make a substantive difference, but it means we cannot
make comparisons of today with any election before 2020.

It’s possible that by the next edition of this book, we’ll be splitting the donation
amounts differently again, depending on whether the merged Open Secrets organi-
zation reports it differently than it has up to now. And, if it merges with another
organization in the meantime, we’ll be watching to catch those changes, no matter
how fast they occur.
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Campaign Finance and Political Action Committees 101

A Data Literacy Lesson

Finding What Isn’t There

When we look at things, we’re trained to describe and explain and get meaning
from what we see. If someone asks you to explain a flower, you might describe the
color, the shape, the size, and even the feel. If someone asks you to explain a table
of data (let’s say one about the financial activity of national, state, and local parties)
you might identify descriptive data and attempt to interpret relationships, common-
alities, and differences. As you look at Table 2-7 (and also, by the way, at Table 2-8;
which presents similar data over a longer time period), you might be inclined to
draw some conclusions about the Democratic and Republican parties’spending and
fundraising habits. You might note, for example, that the Republican Party both
raised and spent more money than the Democratic Party in 2019-2020, but that the
amounts for both are in the same ballpark. You might note the differences in how
the parties raise money at different levels, with the Republicans raising most from
individuals at the National Committee level and progressively raising less down to
the state and local levels, while the Democrats collected the most from individual
donations to their Senatorial Campaign Committee, followed by the National
Committee, then the Congressional Campaign Committee and finally the state and
local committees. These all suggest interesting questions that are worth further
exploration, but we think there’s another interesting thing to consider. It might seem
counterintuitive, but we wonder what we’d find if we look for what isn’t there.

It’s certainly harder to see what.isn’t included but, as we’ve said elsewhere
throughout this book, data rarely stand alone in a singular table. If you’re interested
in exploring how major political parties raise and spend money this table is certainly
a good place to start. But does this table include all the information you need to
continue that exploration? Consider the very first row: as you look at Democratic
National Committee money raised, $231.7 million were raised from individuals and
$1.4 million were raised from other committees, with a total of $491.7 million
raised. Do any questions come to mind as you look at those?

If we were approaching this for the first time, we might question the math:
231.7 +1.4 does not equal $491.7. Where did the rest of the money raised by the
DNC come from? We also might wonder about the $1.4 million raised from “other
committees.” What other committees, exactly?

We could start by going to the table the FEC shares. While we get some minor
pieces of the puzzle (there are $26.4 million in transfers from “other national” and
“state/local” committees that add to the money raised, but still don’t come close to
the total of $491.7 million), the source for these data might lead to more questions
(What are the other national and state/local committees that are sending money to
the DNC? What are Levin Funds and what do they have to do with the relationship
between different levels of political party organizations?) that lead us, in turn, to
other sources, like federal legislation and scholarly articles that provide insight and
analysis on these questions.

We’ve noticed that numbers are often treated as conclusive, as if the final
answer to everything will be a number. There would certainly be a satisfying sim-
plicity in that.! But we think there’s a power in the numerical data that isn’t in them

(Continued)
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(Continued)

providing answers but, rather, suggesting questions. Some of the most interesting
questions to explore are found in the space of what isn’t reported.

1 Of course, if you’re a fan of Douglas Adams’ The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, we will concede that
the answer is 42, but we still wonder what the question is for that answer.
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Table 2-10 PACs: Receipts, Expenditures, and Contributions, 1975-2020

Contributions to  Percentage of receipts

congressional contributed to

Election Receipts®  Expenditures® candidates® congressional
cyclé® (millions) (millions) (millions) candidates
1975-1976 $54.0 $52.9 $22.6 42
1977-1978 80.0 77.4 34.1 43
1979-1980 137.7 131.2 60.2 44
1981-1982 199.5 190.2 87.6 44
1983-1984 288.7 266.8 113.0 39
1985-1986 3534 340.0 139.8 40
1987-1988 384.6 364.2 159.2 41
1989-1990 372.1 357.6 159.1 43
1991-1992 385.5 394.8 188.9 49
1993-1994 391.8 388.1 189.6 48
1995-1996 437.4 429.9 217.8 50
1997-1998 502.6 470.8 219.9 44
1999-2000 604.9 579.4 259.8 43
2001-2002 685.3 656.5 282.0 41
20032004 915.7 842.9 310.5 34
2005-2006 1,085.5 1,055.3 372.1 34
2007-2008 1,212.4 1,180.0 412.8 34
2009-2010 1,197.8 1,174.1 431.5 36
2011-2012 2,259.1 2,198.4 444.5 20
20132014 2,368.6 2,304.8 435.9 18
20152016 4,046.3 3,973.3 444.0 11
2017-2018 4,674.2 4,554.1 465.6 10
20192020 13,2279 12,9471 448.8 3

Note: Amounts in current dollars. The 2012 presidential election was the first after a Supreme
Court decision, Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission in January 2010, allowed the
emergence of “super” political action committees (PACs). Super PACs can raise unlimited
money from corporations, labor unions, and individuals, spending that money supporting and
opposing presidential or congressional candidates, but cannot directly coordinate with the cam-
paigns.

@ Data cover January 1 of the odd-numbered year to December 31 of the even-numbered year.

b Receipts and expenditures for 1975-1984 exclude funds transferred between affiliated com-
mittees.

¢ Primarily contributions to candidates for election in the even-numbered year, made during the
two-year election cycle. Some contributions went to candidates running for office in future
years, or to debt retirement for candidates in past cycles.

Sources: 1975-1976: Joseph E. Cantor, “Political Action Committees: Their Evolution and
Growth and Their Implications for the Political System,” Report no. 83, Congressional Research
Service (Washington, D.C., 1982), 87-88; 1977-1978: Federal Election Commission, “FEC
Releases First PAC Figures for 1985-86,” press release, May 21, 1987, 1; 1979-1988: “PAC
Activity Falls in 1990 Elections,” press release, March 31, 1991, 10; 1989-2010: “Table 4:
Summary of PAC Activity, 1990-2010; 2011-2020: “PAC Table 1: Summary of PAC Activity,”
“PAC Table 2: PAC Contributions to Candidates,” www.fec.gov.
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110 Campaign Finance and Political Action Committees

A Data Literacy Lesson

The Wild Growth of Nonconnected PACs

It is not a typo—we checked it multiple times. The bottom of Table 2-12 shows that
so-called “Nonconnected” Political Action Committees (PACs) gave about $1.3
million to candidates in 2013-2014, a shade under $3 million in 2015-2016, about
$3.5 million from 2017-2018, and then an astonishing $12 million from 2019-2020.
Sometimes, when we look at a table, we have to work hard to find the key numbers
hidden within the rows and columns. This number, a more than three-fold increase
in a two-year period, jumps right out at us, and begs for explanation.

Let’s start with a definition. There are two kinds of political action committees
(organizations that pool funds from their members and donate them to candidates or
campaigns). So-called connected PACs are affiliated with a political party, a candi-
date, or exist as a separate segregated fund that is established by a labor union or
corporation.! A nonconnected PAC is a political committee that isnot a party com-
mittee, an authorized committee of a candidate, or a separate segregated fund estab-
lished by a corporation or labor organization. When the idea of a political action
committee was first introduced into the lexicon in the 1970s, most of these PACs
were associated with parties, candidates, unions, or corporations. As recently as
2003-2004, only about one-quarter of PACs were nonconnected. If we look at Table
2-12, that number is now close to two-thirds. (Out of 8,855 PACs donating to candi-
dates in 2019-2020, 5,820 were classified as nonconnected.)

There are two significant consequences to this trend. First, the barriers to entry
for those who wish to raise money for or against candidates have been lowered. If
you wish to use your money to affect the results of elections, you no longer need to
be associated with a campaign, a corporation, or a union to start a political action
committee. Anyone who wishes to start an unconnected PAC can do so, relatively
easily. (We do recommend consulting a good lawyer before doing so, as campaign
finance laws are rather complex, and we don’t want you to end up in prison.)

Voters, of course, are far more likely to give money to PACs rather than start-
ing their own, and here we see another critical difference between nonconnected
and connected PACs. PACs connected to labor unions and corporations are permit-
ted to seck their contributions from a “restricted class” of donors, which generally
consists of managers and shareholders of the corporation or members of the labor
union. Nonconnected PACs are free to seek money from anyone, giving them a
significant leg up in the drive to raise money and, in so doing, gain influence.

A second consequence of the growth of nonconnected PACs concerns political
polarization. Nonconnected PACs are more likely to represent ideological and/or
single-issue constituencies. This can have the effect of pulling political activity
away from the center and toward the ideological poles. If we consider an issue such
as abortion, an increasing number of single-issue pro-life or pro-choice groups
means more money being raised on the issue, and increased ability to use this
money to enforce ideological rigidity. Candidates know that if they depart even a
little bit from the orthodoxy of these single-issue nonconnected PACs, large
amounts of money can be raised to support their opponents, or (more likely) to fund
a primary challenger who will toe the group’s line on this issue. Abortion, of course,
is just one such issue on which nonconnected PACs make moving to the center to
find common ground an electorally dangerous act.

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



Campaign Finance and Political Action Committees 111

In our experience, numbers tell us something real. When a type of political
action committee goes from representing about one-quarter of the PACs to repre-
senting two-thirds of them in a short period of time, and when their contributions
increase by almost a factor of ten in a six-year period, that should tip us off that
something big is changing. A few minutes spent visiting the FEC site to see what
these different categories mean, followed by a few minutes reading about this con-
cept of a nonconnected PAC and the challenges associated with them, have now led
us to more evidence of the potential causes of polarization and the collapse of the
center in American politics.

All of this from just noticing one very large, and anomalous, number.

! The Federal Election Commission (FEC) has helpful resources explaining the different types of political
action committees, particularly at https://www.fec.gov/help-candidates-and-committees/registering-pac/
understanding-nonconnected-pacs.
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112 Campaign Finance and Political Action Committees

Table 2-13  Top Twenty PACs in Overall Spending and in Contributions to
Federal Candidates, 2019-2020

Rank PAC Overall spending
1 Win The Era PAC $104,963,611
2 Emily's List $79,603,956
3 SEIU COPE (Service Employees International Union $75,441,290

Committee on Political Education)
4 The Good Land Committee, Inc. $45,341,044
5 End Citizens United $42,245,587
6 Democracy Engine, Inc., PAC $29,393,358
7 National Rifle Association of America Political Victory $22,739,549
Fund
8 UAW -V - CAP (UAW Voluntary Community Action $22,639.912
Program)
9 American Federation Of State County & Municipal $21,421,473
Employees PEOPLE

10 People Powered Action $18,568,037

11 Democratic Action $16,769,222

12 D.R.ILV.E.—Democrat, Republican, Independent Voter $16,326,214

Education (The PAC of The International
Brotherhood of Teamsters)
13 CHC Bold PAC $15,024,503
14 UA Union Plumbers & Pipefitters Vote! PAC (United $13,217,494
Association of Journeymen and Apprentices of the
Plumbing & Pipefitting Industry of the United
States and Canada)

15 1199 Service Employees Int'l Union Federal Political $13,110,706
Action Fund

16 National Association of Realtors Political Action $12,607,348
Committee

17 United Food and Commercial Workers International $12,312,480
Union Active Ballot Club

18 Engineers Political Education Committee (EPEC)/ $12,077,559
International Union of Operating Engineers

19 Let America Vote PAC $12,031,578

20 Laborers' International Union of North America $11,603,313
(LIUNA) PAC

Contributions to federal
candidates and other

Rank PAC committees®
1 Democracy Engine, Inc., PAC $28,250,918
2 SEIU COPE (Service Employees International Union $26,026,821

Committee on Political Education)
3 National Rifle Association of America Political Victory $11,036,600
Fund
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Table 2-13  (Continued)

Contributions to federal
candidates and other

Rank PAC committees®
4 Laborers' International Union of North America $10,871,200
(LIUNA) PAC
5 Engineers Political Education Committee (EPEC)/ $10,635,142
International Union of Operating Engineers
6 Jstreet PAC $9,770,821
7 UAW -V - CAP (UAW Voluntary Community Action $8,672,852
Program)
8 National Association of Realtors Political Action $7,076,213
Committee
9 National Association of Letter Carriers of U.S.A. $7,043,750
Political Fund (Letter Carrier Political Fund)
10 National Air Traffic Controllers Association PAC $5,938,600
11 Votesane PAC $5,852,282
12 United Food and Commercial Workers International $5,629,708
Union Active Ballot Club
13 D.R.I.V.E.—Democrat, Republican, Independent Voter $5,539,563

Education (The PAC of the International
Brotherhood of Teamsters)

14 Communications Workers of America-COPE Political $5,222,523
Contributions Committee

15 Comcast Corporation & NBC Universal Political $5,109,000
Action Committee—Federal

16 CHC BOLD PAC $5,079,425

17 International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers $4,585,900
Political Action Committee

18 AT&T Inc./Warnermedia LLC Federal Political Action $4,521,000
Committee (AT&T/Warnermedia Federal PAC)

19 Air Line Pilots Association PAC $4,504,000

20 Club for Growth PAC $4,454,519

Note: Amounts in current dollars. Information for earlier years can be found in previous editions
of Vital Statistics on American Politics.

@ Includes contributions to candidate committees, other PACs, and party committees.

Source: Federal Election Commission, “PAC Table 4b: Top 50 PACs by Disbursements, January
1, 2019-December 31, 2020 and “PAC Table 4c: Top 50 PACs by Contributions to Candidates
and Other Committees, January 1, 2019-December 31, 2020,” www.fec.gov.
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A Data Literacy Lesson

The Incumbency Advantage and Campaign Finance

As an institution, the U.S. Congress is wildly unpopular.! And yet, as Tables 1-18
and 1-19 show, members of Congress manage to get reelected at shockingly high
rates. There are many familiar explanations for this “incumbency advantage.” For
example, gerrymandering sometimes is done in a way that protects incumbent.mem-
bers of Congress. Additionally, members of Congress have many resources at their
disposal to advertise their name or perform constituent services for their voters that
help them buck the institutional unpopularity. In the end, as political scientist
Richard Fenno argued long ago, it may well be that people hate Congress, but actu-
ally like their own individual member.

One other source of the incumbency advantage is campaign finance. Take a
look at Table 2-14, particularly the columns labeled “Type of Contest.” Here, we see
the distribution of money based upon whether the candidate is an incumbent, a chal-
lenger seeking to defeat the incumbent, or a candidate for an open seat (i.e., where
there is no incumbent). From 2019-2020, for example, $308.9 million of the $350.7
million spent by political action committees on House elections went to incumbents.
(For the Senate, it was $67.6 million out of $84 million.) If Congress is so unpopu-
lar, why do so many political action committees give so much money to return
incumbents to office?

Understanding this might require us to reorient ourselves around this topic. It
is a common belief—perhaps a misconception—that members of Congress “follow
the money”’; that is, they vote whichever way their donors want them to vote. This
belief does not come from nowhere; we can all point to examples of this unsavory
behavior occurring. And yet, we should be a little bit skeptical about this supposi-
tion. While quantitative data are hard to come by on this question, it seems fair to
posit that the vast majority of people running for office would not be willing to
abandon long-held positions for the possibility of gaining a little bit of extra cam-
paign money (especially when the identity of donors is publicly available on the
Federal Election Commission website at www.fec.gov). While some mercenaries
may exist in Congress, we believe the vast majority of members are devoted to
advocating for their deepest beliefs, not selling them out for a campaign donation.
(We hope we’re right.)

Instead of believing that votes follow money, it might be useful to reverse the
causal arrow—money might follow votes. Imagine a political action committee is
drawing up their list of who to support. They can use multiple strategies. On the one
hand, they can donate to members of Congress who have opposed them, in an
attempt to change their mind. On the other hand, they could restrict their giving to
those who have supported them, hoping to keep them in office. The latter strategy
strikes us as far more sensible, in light of what we argue above.

There is, however, a second level to the decision, one that more directly con-
nects to Table 2-14. PACs could choose to support members who are already in
office (incumbents) and have been supportive of them, or they could choose to sup-
port candidates who are challenging members who have opposed their PAC. While
the latter is more satisfying (how cool would it be to orchestrate the defeat of a
political opponent?!), such a strategy is not as cost-effective. For the reasons noted
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above, it is hard to defeat an incumbent member of Congress. Most political action
committees, then, tend to concentrate their donations on reelecting their supporters,
rather than defeating or converting their opponents.?

When looking at data, we often like to see relationships where the direction is
clear. In this case, such clarity eludes us. Incumbents get more money because they
are more likely to win their elections; moreover, incumbents are more likely to win
because they get more money. Table 2-14 tells us that PACs prefer to give to incum-
bents; in doing so, the PACs are both responding to the fact that incumbents are
more likely to win, and creating that fact. More sophisticated data analysis could
help unpack this relationship somewhat, but it cannot obscure the fact that these
complexities exist, and have real-world implications.

! For a fun story about some unpleasant things that get even higher polling numbers than Congress, see
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2013/01/10/graph-of-the-day-congress-is-less-popular-
than-lice-colonoscopies-and-nickelback.

2 Open-seat elections provide opportunities to elect new friends without dealing with the incumbency
advantage, and hence tend to attract large amounts of donations. Because there are so few of these elections,
the amount of money spent on open-seat elections appears relatively small in the table.
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