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which both candidates are considered to have some prospect of winning—are now 
bitterly contested and attract a lavish investment of campaign money on both 
sides, a considerable portion of which is not controlled by the candidates. 

The growth in campaign spending by general election candidates for the 
House since 1972 (adjusted for inflation) is displayed in Figure 5-9. House can-
didates’ average spending has, in real dollars, increased by an average of 9 percent 
from election to election over this period, rising from $258,000 in 1972 to nearly 
$1.2 million in 2010. Spending by Senate candidates has increased even more 
(though more erratically because of variations in which states have Senate elec-
tions in any given year), growing by an average of 11 percent from election to 
election. In 1972, the average Senate candidate spent about $2.1 million; in 2010, 
the average was $7.8 million.

The growth in campaign spending by incumbents (and candidates for open 
seats) has outpaced that of challengers. In the 1970s, incumbents spent on aver-
age about two-thirds more than their challengers; in the most recent decade, they 
spent almost three times as much. However, much of this change resulted from 
increased spending by incumbents in safe districts. Figure 5-10, which distin-
guishes close races (defined as those in which the challenger won at least 45 per-
cent of the major-party vote) from the rest, shows that the incumbent’s average 
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Figure 5-8  �Ideological Divergence of Electoral Constituencies of House 
and Senate Parties, 1972–2008

Source: Compiled by author from American National Election Studies data.


