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for more than a tiny fraction of what it now takes to finance a full-scale campaign. 
To achieve the more than twenty-fold increase in nominal campaign spending 
observed in House and Senate races between 1972 and 2010, candidates have 
thus had to multiply vastly the number of contributions they receive. This has 
become a particularly acute problem for Senate candidates, whose campaigns can 
run into tens of millions of dollars that must be raised under the same contribu-
tion limits that apply to House candidates. Fundraising has thus become an end-
less, time-consuming, and to most candidates, thoroughly unpleasant necessity. 
To the degree that donors are strong partisans—as most are19—it also discourages 
departures from partisan orthodoxy. 

The growth in congressional campaign spending reflects both supply and 
demand, although the former is more determinative because the demand for cam-
paign funds—driven by competitive pressures to make full use of the expand-
ing menu of advertising venues and technologies for identifying and mobilizing 
supporters—appears to be virtually unlimited.20 The supply has been augmented 
partly by growing prosperity and thus discretionary income among the relatively 
affluent citizens responsible for most contributions,21 but its main stimulus has 
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Figure 5-10  �Campaign Spending by Incumbents and Challengers in 
Close and Not Close Races, 1972–2010 (adjusted for 
inflation, 2010 = 1.00)

Source: Compiled by author from Federal Election Commision Data.


