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spending advantage over the challenger has widened more in uncompetitive than 
in competitive races, reflecting a growing concentration of financial resources in 
the campaigns of the most promising challengers. The typical competitive chal-
lenger remains at a financial disadvantage but currently raises enough money to 
mount a full-scale campaign ($1 million is sufficient at present in most districts); 
and because challengers reap greater marginal returns (in vote shares) than do 
incumbents on the dollars they do spend, the overall increase in campaign spend-
ing has not made it any harder for them to defeat incumbents.17 

Unless they supply it themselves,18 the money candidates spend on their 
campaigns must be raised from private individuals and political action commit-
tees (PACs) under restrictions imposed by federal law. The Federal Election 
Campaign Act of 1974 (FECA) limited individual donations to a maximum of 
$1,000 and PAC donations to a maximum of $5,000 per candidate per campaign. 
The limits were not adjusted for inflation until 2002, when the individual ceil-
ing was raised to $2,000 and indexed to inflation for subsequent elections (for 
2012, the limit was $2,500, the equivalent of less than $600 in 1974 dollars); the 
PAC limit was left unchanged and was not indexed. Because the limits apply 
separately to primary and general election campaigns, the effective contribution 
ceilings are twice the designated maximums. Still, no single contribution accounts 
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Figure 5-9  �Average Campaign Spending in House Elections,  
1972–2010 (adjusted for inflation, 2010 = 1.00)

Source: Compiled by author from Federal Election Commision Data.


