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ABSTRACT

 

  With a 5-4 ruling in the case of Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, the 

Supreme Court in 2010 voided all legal brakes restraining political campaigns’ financial intakes 

and outlays as long as they fell under the category of ‘independent expenditures’. I examine the 

evolution of aspiring U.S. Representatives’ disclosed spending at a district level in the four 

election cycles before and the four cycles after Citizens United. I hypothesize that removing 

campaign finance limits reduces the number of candidates in a race and creates higher campaign 

spending that helps incumbents retain their seats, but that it also facilitates higher contributions 

to campaigns that can lessen the incumbent’s chances. I conduct two regression analyses on 

campaigns’ reported receipts and disbursements to the Federal Election Commission to ascertain 

how the various components of their finances, and whether or not being ‘treated’ by having local 

campaign finance restrictions voided by Citizens United, impacted the crowdedness of the races 

and the incumbent’s chances of keeping their seat in the U.S. House of Representatives. An 

ordinary least squares (OLS) analysis on race crowdedness supports the hypothesis that Citizens 

United has deflated the number of candidates in congressional fields. A logistic regression 

analysis of the chances the incumbent candidate was re-elected undermines my hypothesis: the 

Citizens United treatment indicator is insignificant in the model as constructed. However, both 
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models support my hypothesis that higher contributions hurt incumbents’ prospects by increasing 

the number of candidates in the field and lowering their odds of re-election.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

 

“Political spending is a form of protected speech under the First Amendment, and the 

government may not keep corporations or unions from spending money to support or denounce 

individual candidates in elections.” With this ruling in the 5-4 majority opinion in the case of 

Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, Supreme Court Justice Anthony Kennedy 

kickstarted a remarkable natural experiment on January 21, 2010. The high court voided all legal 

brakes restraining these types of donations from two very wealthy classes of potential donors, 

forcibly bringing U.S. states that had these types of laws on the books in line with those states 

that did not. I examine the evolution of congressional candidates’ disclosed spending before and 

after Citizens United with special attention paid to whether or not they ran in states that had pre-

Citizens United limits or in states that never had such limits. I hypothesize that removing 

campaign finance limits allows higher campaign spending that strengthens the incumbent 

advantage enjoyed by existing officeholders, but that opening the door for uncapped 

contributions from a variety of anonymous sources directly damages the incumbent advantage. I 

also hypothesize that removing campaign finance restrictions decreases the number of candidates 

in congressional election fields as the financial barrier to entry rises beyond a reasonable point 

for most aspiring civil servants and for most citizens without significant financial resources. I 

conduct two regression analyses on one set of financial covariates—the receipts and 

disbursements data which political campaigns are required to disclose to the Federal Election 

Commission, across the eight election cycles from 2004 to 2018. Using each district-level House 

race as an observational unit, an OLS regression analysis targeting the number of candidates in 



2 
 

the field as its outcome variable supports the hypothesis that the Supreme Court’s forcible 

deregulation of campaign expenditures in 2010 tended to reduce the number of candidates in 

congressional fields. A logistic regression analysis using the same covariates and observational 

units, examining the likelihood that the incumbent candidate retained their seat in the House of 

Representatives as its outcome variable, undermines my hypothesis that Citizens United created 

lower turnover of congressional seats: being treated by Citizens United is statistically 

insignificant as a predictor of re-election likelihood in the model as constructed. The logistic 

regression model does find, however, that increased contributions of nearly all varieties are 

detrimental to the incumbent’s odds. Given the fact that the relevant literature broadly 

acknowledges that “the [Citizens United] ruling gave new powers to dark money organizations” 

and individual donors, the disclosed and publicly reported data from the FEC proving 

inconclusive is not very surprising at all (Evers-Hillstrom, 2020, p.3). In fact, high statistical 

significance on the Citizens United treatment variable in predicting the incumbent’s chances 

would have perhaps been more surprising than my actual findings are.  

The Court’s ruling in Citizens United specifically voided political spending limits on 

corporations, but the real sea change it affected was the narrowing of the definition of electoral 

corruption. Preventing corruption in the political process was the guiding principle and sole 

purpose for which our campaign spending regulation framework was pieced together over four 

decades, starting with the original Federal Election Campaign Act in 1972 (Kang, 2012). In 

breaking with the twenty-year old precedent in place since the Supreme Court upheld a state 

court decision that intensely concentrated wealth could unfairly distort elections in Austin v. 

Michigan State Chamber of Commerce, the Roberts Court in 2010 triggered a sea change in 
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American politics such that virtually all types of outside spending became legal and uncapped 

(Gaughan, 2020). Also in 2010, the Supreme Court decided in Speechnow.org v. Federal 

Election Commission that limiting contributions to an organization that makes political 

expenditures independent of candidates and parties also violated the First Amendment. The two 

rulings functionally removed limits on both the financial intake and financial outlays of the right 

kind of independent political organization, and are together commonly referred to as the Citizens 

United framework. 

The framework, expanded by cascading rulings at lower court levels, allows for the 

existence of Super PACs, vehicles for unlimited political spending by businesses, unions, and 

other groups. As discussed briefly above, Super PACs are unconstrained in more ways than one. 

The widely decried dearth of civility in contemporary American politics owes in some part to 

these organizations, which have been found to mostly focus on independent expenditures—

namely attack ads that can be and often are aggressively negative—as opposed to policy 

communications (Krumholz, 2013). Many of the states that had existing restrictions in place 

enacted them due to concerns about political spending being exploited for capital gain. In fact, 

positive links have been documented between firms’ political spending and subsequent capital 

returns (Cooper et al., 2010). Taken together, this suggests some political candidates have 

undergone a profound shift in incentive structure in the decade that has passed since 2010, while 

others have continued operating in an unchanged environment.  

States can be divided into those that had laws voided by Citizens United and those that 

did not, as detailed in Figure 1. Grayed-out states in this diagram had no laws on the books for 

the framework to overrule and constitute my control group. To demonstrate the bipartisan nature 
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of the issue, states are color-coded by how they voted in the two most recent presidential 

elections as of this writing—treated states that voted Republican in both 2016 and 2020 are red; 

treated states that voted Democrat in both 2016 and 2020 are blue; treated states that flipped in 

either direction across the two elections are purple. 

 

Figure 1. U.S. States in Citizens United Treatment Group  

 

I thus use Citizens United ‘treatment’ as an explanatory variable in conducting both an 

OLS regression analysis and a logistic regression analysis examining how disclosed election 

spending before and after Citizens United affected the number of candidates in each race and the 

likelihood that the incumbent retained their seat, respectively. In keeping with Klumpp et al.’s 

use of the year 2010 as the epicenter for their analysis of state legislative races after Citizens 

United, I will include the four election cycles that began before the ruling—2004, 2006, 2008, 
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and 2010—and the four election cycles that began after it came into force—2012, 2014, 2016, 

2018.  

The paper proceeds as follows: in the next section, I provide a background of the 

evolution of campaign finance and its regulation in the United States. Section 3 discusses related 

literature; both legal scholarship and previous empirical attempts to model the impact of Citizens 

United are considered. Section 4 develops a theoretical model for analysis of candidates’ direct 

expenditures and elaborates upon the dataset, presenting visualizations and summary statistics. 

Section 5 describes the empirical OLS and logistic regression models. Section 6 presents and 

discusses results. Section 7 offers policy recommendations and concludes.  
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2. A (BRIEF) HISTORY OF AMERICAN CAPAIGN FINANCE REGULATION 

 
American dollars and American votes have been entangled since the beginning of the 

republic, and even in local elections conducted by American colonists pre-1776. Some of the 

earliest campaign expenses involved candidates distributing liquor among voters, a practice that 

proved compulsory for winning eighteenth century elections—a young George Washington 

attempted to win his first elected office without lubricating voters, lost, and never made that 

mistake again (Gaghan, 2020). Over the centuries, the system mushroomed via candidates’ use 

of partisan newspapers to promote political messages and via the involvement of America’s 

moneyed interests. Various attempts were made to contain the practice of individuals and 

organizations purchasing influence through contributions to candidates or parties and of 

candidates influencing voters through financial outlays. Unfortunately, while piecemeal 

legislative efforts like the Tillman Act of 1907, the Federal Corrupt Practices Act of 1925, and 

the Smith-Connally Act of 1943 influenced behavior, they were unable to do more than open 

new loopholes through which money could flow due to their weak enforcement mechanisms 

(Sitkoff, 2002). Agreement existed between the public and Congress that there was a 

constitutional mandate for the government to prevent what Justice Kennedy described as 

“corruption or the appearance of corruption” in the electoral process, but no efforts undertaken 

before World War II could reverse the increasing cost of American electioneering (Citizens 

United v. FEC, 2010).  

The first real attempt at campaign finance reform with teeth was the Federal Election 

Campaign Act (FECA) of 1971. FECA sought to contain the ongoing explosion of money in 

politics through firm regulation of contributions to and expenditures of campaign funds, via the 
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mechanisms of contribution limits and disclosure requirements (Kang, 2012). FECA was further 

molded by two events within the decade: the Nixon administration becoming engulfed in the 

Watergate scandal, and the Supreme Court decision in Buckley v. Valeo. The former event led to 

a slate of congressional amendments that in 1974 created the Federal Election Commission: an 

agency focused on disclosures of campaign finance information, enforcement of FECA, and 

overseeing the public funding of Presidential elections. The latter event caused something much 

more interesting, from a legal standpoint. The Supreme Court, in deciding Buckley, found that it 

is a First Amendment right of individuals and organizations of individuals to be able to make 

unlimited independent expenditures supporting or opposing candidates in elections. This 

represented a means for citizens to spend money politically outside the purview of the FEC’s 

limits on campaign contributions, if it could be established that the candidate or their party was 

uninvolved (Kang, 2010). FECA was summarily amended to exempt a few key types of activities 

from the FEC’s watchful gaze: limits on independent expenditures, limits on the total amount 

that candidates could spend, and limits on candidates’ out of pocket spending were all voided. 

The Court’s ruling in Buckley had opened the door for “soft money” —unlimited and 

undisclosed—to infiltrate American politics (Dwyre, 2011).  

Unsurprisingly, it began to do so. The number of political action committees (PACs) and 

“527” organizations (named after the corresponding section of the tax code), two types of 

conduits through which independent expenditures could flow into the hands of political party 

committees, increased rapidly through the 1980s and 1990s (Klumpp et al., 2015). Public 

pressure to reverse this trend led to the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA), which in 

2002 prohibited unlimited soft money donations. BCRA also defined, so as to regulate, an 
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“electioneering communication” as an independently produced ad resembling a public service 

announcement intended to sway voters. Legal challenges to BCRA piled up during the 2000s, 

with exemptions for various types of organization and specific types of electioneering 

communication carved out as in cases like FEC v. Wisconsin Right to Life (WRTL). The ensuing 

legal ambiguity only persisted for a few years, however, before it was resolved in one fell swoop 

in 2010. Citizens United v. FEC initially revolved around Citizens United, a “501” nonprofit 

attempting to establish that an anti-Hillary Clinton film intended to air during her 2008 run for 

president, and partially bankrolled by corporate donors who wished to remain anonymous, was 

eligible for the same exemption as in WRTL (Spencer and Wood, 2014).  However, in hearing 

the case the Court decided to revisit twenty years of precedent in place since it ruled in 1990 in 

Austin v. Michigan Chamber of Commerce that it was constitutional to ban corporations from 

using funds from corporate coffers to make independent expenditures for or against political 

candidates. 

The Citizens United case turned on the First Amendment, establishing to great and 

enduring controversy the idea that corporations possess First Amendment rights like any other 

speaker and rejecting the FEC’s assertion that the enormous financial power of corporations 

justifies restrictions on corporate speech (Dwyre, 2011). The justices instead re-established the 

principle in Buckley that the government lacks any constitutional interest in “equalizing the 

relative ability of individuals and groups to influence the outcome of elections” (Citizens United 

v. FEC, 2010). The majority found that the BCRA’s prohibition of all independent expenditures 

by corporations and unions could amount to the government censoring political speech. Since 

corporations are collections of individuals with First Amendment rights, creating special 
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subclasses for media corporations that were permitted to use independent expenditures to 

promote political material would then amount to censorship of the rest (Spencer and Wood, 

2014). More significantly, and lost in the uproar over corporate personhood, was the Court’s 

narrowing of the purview of the FEC by establishing that only quid pro quo corruption merited 

government regulation (Klumpp et al., 2015). To wit: independent expenditures, by nature of 

their independence, cannot in any circumstance be corrupt.  

By setting this new precedent and invalidating all other definitions of political spending 

‘corruption’, the Roberts Court set the stage for lower courts in subsequent cases, including the 

D.C. Court of Appeals in SpeechNOW v. FEC, to concur that corruption was no longer defined in 

a way to which most existing campaign finance regulations were applicable (Kang, 2012). The 

Supreme Court had emphatically cast the die backward. In fact, key aspects of the reasoning 

behind the majority opinion in Citizens United were anticipated centuries ago by James Madison, 

the man who wrote the First Amendment guaranteeing the protections under which Citizens 

United’s lawyers persuaded the Supreme Court to discard twenty years of precedent. Madison’s 

career and writings suggest an expansive view of free speech and a lack of belief that an 

impartial and detached class of news media can exist that merits standalone protections for 

election-related spending (Gaghan, 2020). The fact that a line can be readily drawn between two 

sets of arguments made centuries apart suggests two things: first that James Madison remains 

hugely influential as a Constitutional theorist, and second that Citizens United represented an 

unwinding; a jurisprudential backward time skip past Austin and WRTL, returning all the way to 

Buckley. However, when the “old” legal rubber met the extant road in 2010, conditions were ripe 

to produce an entirely new phenomenon: the Super PAC. 
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The independent expenditures category of political speech created by the Roberts Court 

did not change the administration of Political Action Committees, or PACs. Federal law 

provided for two kinds of PACs before Citizens United: connected (to a candidate) and non-

connected, both subject to FEC rules on contribution limits and disclosures. However, a Super 

PAC is an organization entirely dedicated to independent expenditures. Because of the 

framework created with the Citizens United v. FEC and SpeechNOW v. FEC decisions, Super 

PACs are not subject to contribution limits and can accept unlimited donations (Klumpp et al., 

2015). The new framework also modified certain rules pertaining to “527” and “501” 

organizations, which are not PACs and thus also found themselves able to engage in election-

related spending without dollar limits as long as they ticked certain legal boxes for 

independence. In this new system, the three are closely related with interlocking protections and 

privileges. Donors can sponsor any combination of organizations they choose and still make 

donations to candidates after maxing out on legally allowed direct contributions, since Super 

PACs are not officially coordinating with candidates—despite clear partisan affiliations in a two-

party system (Briffault, 2012). The net effect is elegantly summed up by Briffault: “Citizens 

United left the monetary and source limits on contributions to candidates and political parties 

intact, but the rise of Super PACs has rendered them functionally meaningless” (2012, p.1683). 
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW: FIRMS AS SPEAKERS, STATES AS POLICY LABS 

 
 Prior academic inquiry into the links between campaign spending and ultimate share of 

the vote has taken many forms and approaches, with most foundational work focusing on how 

candidates spent and how voters responded. Gary Jacobson broke academic ground with his 

1990 study of how campaign spending is related to election outcomes. In his panel survey of 

viewers’ responses to a 1986 ABC News/Washington Post congressional poll that tracked 8,000 

voters at the beginning and then the closing stage of the campaign, he found that spending was 

not equally effective for incumbents and challengers. Challengers could spend their way into as 

much as a 12-percentage-point difference in vote share in the final six weeks of a campaign, and 

money could especially help reconcile a clash between a candidate and a voter’s inherent party 

preference (Jacobson, 1990). Jacobson also found empirical evidence that capping campaign 

spending, unless the ceilings are so high as to be meaningless, would only make it more difficult 

for challengers to overcome the incumbent advantage (1990). Alan Abramowitz built on 

Jacobson’s work with his research on incumbency and the decline of truly competitive House 

races in which the incumbent candidate did not stroll to re-election (1991). Abramowitz 

hypothesized that the incumbency edge became nigh-insurmountable because the efficacy of 

challenger spending declined along with the dollar amounts spent by challengers (1991). He 

concurred with Jacobson that a low campaign spending ceiling would simply further entrench 

incumbents, and presciently predicted that the only way the Republican Party could wrest back 

the House of Representatives from the Democratic Party would be for heavy public spending to 

increase competition for House seats (Abramowitz, 1991). It is unlikely that he saw on the 

horizon just how uncapped certain types of “public” spending would become, as long as they 
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were done independently of the hard-money political apparatus of candidates and party 

committees. In the wake of Citizens United, Dwyre contributes to this body of work by 

considering the changes in campaign finance in the 2010 cycle post-Citizens United, 

hypothesizing that corporate spending would increase in 2010 via 501(c) nonprofit corporations, 

that corporations’ existing preference for anonymizing political outlays would accelerate, and 

that non-party outside spending would grow to eclipse all regulated electoral spending (2011). 

Dwyre finds evidence to confirm all of these hypotheses, as well as concurring with Briffault’s 

suggestion that the disclosure threshold be raised so small contributors could maintain anonymity 

but larger actors could not (Briffault, 2010).  

While firms’ rights as “speakers” began to expand, a body of research grew around 

Dwyre’s initial thrust that assessed just how corporations were using these newfound rights. 

Prior to 2010, substantial literature existed that concluded it was financially advantageous for 

firms to support political candidates. Cooper, Gulen and Ovetchinikov, assessing firm-level 

contributions to U.S. political campaigns from 1979 to 2004, find a strong correlation between 

the number of candidates for office a firm supports and a firm’s future earnings (2008). When 

firms supported candidates running for office in the same state where the firm is located, the 

future returns were greatest, suggesting that firms participate in the political system from the 

standpoint of investing with the goal of creating positive returns (Cooper et al., 2008). Later 

work dives deeper into exactly which interests at these firms truly stood to benefit when these 

collections of individuals exercised their free speech, and how Citizens United specifically 

changed or did not change these behaviors. Skaife and Werner conducted an event study analysis 

around Citizens United to assess whether firms experienced abnormal stock market returns 
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during the decision or subsequent FEC administrative action (2013). They find that regulated 

firms with high levels of political engagement and large lobbying expenditures experienced 

negative abnormal returns that were statistically significant in this timeframe, but also that there 

was no significant market-wide effect. This suggests the opposite of the public fear around 

corporate contributions—not only were firms not broadly rewarded in capital markets in the 

wake of Citizens United, but the measurable impacts were negative and specific to firms that, ex 

post, faced greater potential to be victims of political rent seeking. Citizens United, when 

mapped to S&P prices around its key dates, was largely a non-event vis-à-vis corporate stock 

returns (Skaife and Werner, 2013). This built on Werner’s 2011 paper in which he employed the 

same event study approach to politically engaged and sensitive firms’ stock prices to find that 

stock prices did not change much during key dates in the Citizens United process, and that no 

market-wide trend emerged. While corporate spending did increase, and it is indisputable that 

elections are becoming more expensive, the prophesied flood of corporate dollars as political 

speech did not seem to have materialized.  

Coates IV examined another of the Roberts Court’s rationale for throwing out restrictions 

on corporate political activity—shareholder protection, or the idea that managers for companies 

will necessarily act in their shareholders’ best interests when carrying out corporate political 

activity (2012). He finds that observable political activity, namely lobbying and PAC donations, 

increased sharply after Citizens United for firms that were politically engaged beforehand, but 

they were accompanied by a decrease in shareholder power and lower overall firm value. 

Outside of heavily regulated or government-oriented industries, Coates IV suggests “corporate 

politics often reflects the personal interests of corporate managers,” in sharp contrast to the 
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Roberts Court’s view that shareholders’ interests are inherently served by the corporation’s 

actions (2012, p.30). While certain firms did exhibit the expected behavioral changes and reap a 

profit, there is no market-wide effect that suggests a capitalism-as-governance storm has blown 

out the old rules. It is worth highlighting, however, that corporations donate to independent 

expenditure-oriented nonprofits and trade associations in amounts that are undisclosed (Evers-

Hillstrom, 2020). 

Quantitative modeling of campaign finance restrictions, both before and after Citizens 

United, tends to take one of two approaches. Authors like Stratmann and Aparicio-Castillo treat 

individual states as policy labs based on whether Citizens United overturned existing laws, and 

analyze the impact these restrictions had on outcomes at a state level. The authors examine state 

finance rules in the two decades leading up to the mid-aughts and conduct an analysis of election 

results in the context of those rules to find that limits on contributions can increase the 

crowdedness of the field, decrease the margin of ultimate victory, and disproportionately hurt 

high quality incumbents (Stratmann and Aparicio-Castillo, 2006). However, their analysis does 

not go further than to illustrate that contribution limits function to lower incumbents’ electoral 

margins, nor does it assess the underlying mechanism. La Raja and Schaffner undertake an 

analysis of whether bans on independent expenditures by corporations and unions really work, 

i.e. whether independent spending limits affect political outcomes in state legislatures. In 

examining partisan balance in a legislature’s lower chamber, incumbents’ reelection rate, and the 

percentage of tax revenues coming from corporations, the authors find little statistically 

significant evidence that spending bans influence their chosen dependent variables (La Raja and 

Schaffner, 2012). Apart from a small, non-significant tendency for spending bans to influence 
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the incumbent re-election rate, the authors’ findings are largely null. The authors suggest that this 

reflects interest groups’ adaptability, and that direct bans may be best described with the 

metaphor of hydrostatics: “money, like water, seeks its own level” (La Raja and Schaffner, 2012, 

p.22). Werner and Coleman pick the thread up after Citizens United,  assessing the nature of a 

state’s campaign finance regime and the effect of corporate and union independent expenditure 

bans on minimum wages, liberalism among state elected officials, and income inequality in 

specific states before Citizens United voided all of these statutes (2013). They find no significant 

relationship between these types of bans and political and policy outcomes. One significant 

finding the authors share regarding state campaign finance regimes trends in a surprising 

direction: a reform-heavy regime was often correlated with increased inequality and lessened left 

party power. Another significant finding, perhaps less surprising, is that the specific activity of 

lobbying by companies resulted in lower wages in that state—but lobbying is not an independent 

expenditure (Werner and Coleman, 2013).   

The other quantitative approach in the literature is more like that undertaken by Spencer 

and Wood, where a nationwide population of state legislature candidates is grouped into 

treatment or control based on their state’s interactions with the Citizens United decision, so 

changes in financial behavior can be analyzed at the candidate level. Spencer and Wood conduct 

a difference-in-differences analysis of data for 18 states from 2006 to 2010 and find that there is 

a significant increase in independent spending on elections in the wake of the Citizens United 

ruling (2014). The authors find that the increase in independent expenditures in states that had 

previously capped or regulated them was nearly double the increase in independent expenditures 

in states where they had never been regulated (Spencer and Wood, 2014). Spencer and Wood 
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explicitly state that they “observe very little corporate spending” —corporate and union 

independent expenditures only increased in the states that had never banned them, casting doubt 

on the idea that Citizens United would do great harm by triggering a flood of corporate dollars 

(2014, p.345). However, it should be noted that in states where independent expenditure bans 

were voided, “501” and “527” spending increased dramatically. These organizations do not 

disclose donors, making it difficult to rule out corporate political activity behind the veil. Most 

recently, Klumpp, Mialon, and Williams undertook a difference-in-differences assessment to 

measure whether win probability for Republican candidates shifted significantly in state 

legislatures in the wake of Citizens United (2015). Similar to other papers in this space 

undertaking difference-in-differences, they divided congressional candidates by their states into a 

control group (states that never reined in independent expenditures) and a treatment group (states 

that had constructed regulatory regimes before the Citizens United treatment event). Among their 

important contributions is separation of corporate and union donations, rather than treating them 

as two manifestations of the same phenomenon. The authors find that Citizens United increased 

Republican election and re-election probabilities in a statistically significant fashion, suggesting 

a greater political influence for corporations than for unions (Klumpp et al., 2015). In a similar 

difference-in-differences analysis at the national level, Heberlig and Larson explore the 

relationship between the hard-money framework that preceded Citizens United and the 

unregulated soft-money regime by examining how members of Congress changed their 

fundraising behavior across the 2008, 2010 and 2012 election cycles (2014). They found a few 

key behavioral changes: House incumbents did not take significantly greater cash in during the 

2012 cycle compared to 2010 or 2008, they increased their cash on hand by reducing the 
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proportion they funneled into their principal campaign committees and relied on leadership 

PACs to make up the shortfall, and the line between political party and Super PAC had already 

begun to blur as some parties and incumbents started up Super PACs of their own (Heberlig and 

Larson, 2014). The thrust of Heberlig and Larson’s work, taken up several years and a few 

election cycles later, is where my research slots in most neatly.  

 My paper adds to this literature through a renewed focus on the data that are available, 

and are required to be disclosed to the FEC by political candidates. I accomplish this chiefly by 

incorporating more election cycles into the analysis, as I can draw on 2016 and 2018 results that 

were tabulated after most of the papers I cite were published. It is clear that no consensus exists 

in the literature on the particular impact of Citizens United, largely because of how easy it 

became for powerful actors like corporations and individual donors to hide the money via Super 

PACs, “527”, and “501” organizations. However, we can observe how the hard-money regime 

has warped by assessing the disclosed financial behaviors of U.S. Representatives and Senators 

in Congress through an OLS analysis using the number of candidates in each district’s field for a 

given election as the outcome variable. A logistic regression will help translate changes in these 

disclosed financial covariates into increases or decreases in the likelihood that the incumbent 

hung on, either supporting or undermining my hypothesis that the incumbent advantage has 

begun to erode in the flood of dark money wrought by Citizens United. 
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4. MODEL SELECTION AND DATA 

 
4.1. Analytic Framework 

 The fly in the ointment when examining post-2010 campaign finance is that Super PACs 

do not disclose anything at all. To infer some facts about the shadow soft money regime, I 

develop a theoretical model to track changes in how congressional candidates participated in the 

hard money regime after 2010. For OLS and logistic regression analyses of how the Citizens 

United framework has influenced politicians’ disclosed financial behavior, an equation to model 

election outcome should take the following general form: 

 

Number of candidates per district or Incumbent outcome = f(Treatment, District, Political 

Composition, Cash Balance, Receipts, Disbursements, Contributions, e) (1) 

  

 The analysis in Equation 1 is conducted at the congressional district level, where each 

unit of observation is a two-year election cycle in a particular congressional district, i.e. the 

election for New Jersey’s 11th district seat in 2010. Number of candidates is a self-explanatory 

continuous variable, as a count of every person who filed paperwork with the FEC to create an 

election committee for the House of Representatives in a particular district during a given cycle. 

Incumbent outcome is a binary indicator variable that takes the value of 1 if the incumbent 

officeholder successfully retained their seat in the general election. Political composition is an 

averaged value capturing the share of Republicans, Democrats, and Independents in a given 

district for a given cycle, with a value of 1 corresponding to Democrats, a value of 2 to 

Republicans, and 3 corresponding to independents. As demonstrated in Figure 2, 90% of district-
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level elections in the dataset recorded an average political score across their candidates between 

1.0 and 2.0, i.e. somewhere between uniformly Democrat candidates and uniformly Republican 

candidates.  

 

Figure 2. Relative Frequency of Districts’ Average Political Scores  

 

On the right side of the equation, ‘treatment’ refers to whether a district was treated, i.e. it 

takes a value of 1 if it was in a state that had campaign finance restrictions wiped out by Citizens 

United and if the race in question took place after 2010. Receipts, disbursements, and cash flow 

between a candidate and their registered PACs are all regulated, and should help to predict 

electoral outcome when considered alongside demographic factors like the candidate’s political 

party, home state, or status as an incumbent or challenger. Contributions to candidates in the 

district are grouped by their source and averaged across all candidates running in a given district-

level race. Individual contributions, party contributions, and candidate self-funding are captured 
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as separate variables. ‘Other contributions’ is a catch-all category for disclosed funding that does 

not fall into one of the prior three bins—corporate or union contributions, like the ones being 

debated in the two Supreme Court cases that comprise Citizens United, would be considered here 

if they were disclosed; a requirement that no longer existed after 2010 as long as these ‘other’ 

parties donated to a Super PAC instead of the candidate directly. I must reiterate that ‘other’ does 

not capture any corresponding Super PAC activity, or any type of financial contribution in the 

soft-money regime that is not required to be disclosed by candidates under the modifications 

made by Citizens United to FECA.  

If the Roberts Court was correct in the reasoning underlying its decision, the type of 

campaign finance regime in which a candidate operates should have little to no significance in 

predicting the outcome of an election race. I anticipate these regressions suggesting the opposite 

– that regime type can be a heavy finger on the scale when voters head to the polls. The logistic 

regression is designed to test Stratmann’s and Aparicio-Castillo’s suggestion that removing 

campaign finance restrictions would increase the efficacy of challenger spending and thereby 

weaken the incumbency advantage. I expect my logistic regression model to concur with them 

on spending, as little has occurred since that implies their analysis will no longer hold water. 

 

4.2. Dataset and Descriptive Statistics 

I sourced the data for my analysis from the agency that collects candidates’ hard money 

disclosures: the Federal Election Commission’s (FEC’s) ‘all candidates’ financial record bulk 

data. With the Citizens United decision taking place in 2010, I conduct the analysis across the 

four general election cycles that began before the decisions (2004 to 2010) and the four that 
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began afterward (2012 to 2018). “congressional candidates” refers to the winners of general 

elections for the 435 seats in the House of Representatives, their opposite numbers from the other 

party,a and all primary candidates that filed paperwork with the FEC. I opted to drop Senators as 

they operate on six-year cycles instead of the two-year cycles over which the Representatives in 

the House are elected, and they are statewide officials rather than running to win at the district 

level. The final population of congressional districts is split into a ‘treatment’ group of the 

candidates running for Congress after Citizens United in states that had campaign finance 

restrictions voided, and a ‘control’ group of the candidates who ran before 2010 or ran, after 

2010, in states that did not have any campaign restrictions in place. To clearly delineate the 

group to which each candidate belongs, I created an indicator variable for treatment that took a 

value of 1 if the district was ‘treated’, i.e. had restrictions on donations and expenditures 

removed and was recording an election held after 2010, and 0 otherwise.  

I began my analysis where the Supreme Court actually intervened in the Citizens United 

decision—plotting political campaigns’ receipts and disbursements. Since the ‘treatment’ 

variable can only take a value of 1 after 2010, only district elections after 2010 are included in 

the data subset that is then grouped by Citizens United treatment status of ‘0’ or ‘1’ to produce 

Figure 3. Given the abundance of data points, lines of best fit have been added to each panel for 

ease of pattern recognition.  

 
a Of the six Representatives who have won election to the House as independents since 1949, only Bernie Sanders 
of Vermont has remained officially unaffiliated with one of the two major parties for the duration of his 
congressional career. 
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Figure 3. Receipts vs Disbursements for Districts in Control and Treatment Groups, After 2010 

 

The relationship between receipts and disbursements, the two axes of the Citizens United 

framework, is clearly different in treated elections than for the ‘control’ group that never 

underwent treatment before the Citizens United framework was created. The year 2010 is doubly 

significant in this dataset because it not only includes the treatment event but was also the year of 

completion of the 2010 Census, which resulted in reapportionment of the 435 seats in the House. 

Comparing districts before and after 2010, Texas gained 4, Florida gained 2, and Washington, 

Arizona, Georgia, Nevada, South Carolina, and Utah all gained 1. On the other side, New York 

and Ohio both lost 2 seats and Illinois, Iowa, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Michigan, Missouri, 

New Jersey, and Pennsylvania each lost 1.  

Using the full dataset, I then assessed at a high level whether there was a material difference 

in the total spending of House election campaigns in races won by Democrats and independents, 
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compared to those races won by Republicans. Figure 4 groups races by whether or not the victor 

was registered Republican, with ‘treated’ races represented by the blue appearing after 2010 and 

races taking place in untreated districts represented by red. Two lines of best fit were added to 

each panel; one across the full dataset, and one after the Citizens United treatment.  

 

Figure 4. Total Spent in Races Won by Non-Republicans vs Races Won by Republicans  

   

 There is no easily spotted difference in the total spent across the full dataset, but the trend 

line for Democrat and independent wins takes on a markedly different shape to its counterpart 

for Republican wins when analysis is limited to 2010 and onward. I then coded in the dependent 

variables for the two models. The dependent variable in the OLS regression, number of 

candidates, was created by counting the number of candidates per district as the candidate-level 

data were collapsed to district level. The dependent variable in the logistic regression, incumbent 

outcome, was coded in once the dataset was collapsed using FEC election results data. For the 
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purposes of the logistic regression model, I excluded the 118 districts in which the incumbent 

always won, as those are perfectly predictive of success. This does not necessarily mean that the 

same candidate won each time; the winner of a mid-term special election then winning a first full 

term in their district is an incumbent win for the purposes of the FEC’s record keeping. Using the 

incumbent outcome variable as a basis to group all observations in the dataset, Figure 5 (next 

page) assesses total spending across the years with each district-level race color-coded by its 

contenders’ averaged political score; as ever, a value of 1 corresponds to Democrats and 2 to 

Republicans.  

 

Figure 5. Total Spent in Races Lost by Incumbents vs Races Won by Incumbents 

 

Again, there is an easily spotted difference across the two panels; the line of best fit for 

total spending in races incumbents won is markedly different in slope and intercept to the line of 

best fit for total spending in races that incumbents lost.  
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With this promising ground for the regressions, I constructed my covariates of interest 

using the FEC’s publicly available candidate-level data. congressional candidates’ total financial 

intake is captured by Receipts, and on the other side of the ledger, total financial outlays by 

candidates are tracked with Disbursements. Cash on hand for the candidates at the beginning and 

end of the 2-year cycles in which the FEC collects data are also recorded with the variables 

COH_BOP and COH_COP, respectively; the difference between these two values for each 

candidate in a given cycle (cash at the end minus cash at the beginning) is incorporated in the 

regression as CashChange. The interplay between a candidate’s campaign and the committees 

authorized to raise money on their behalf represents a potential confounding factor in this 

analysis. To make sure it was not double counted by committees transferring funds back and 

forth or a candidate having multiple authorized committees, I subtracted values for transfers from 

authorized committees, TRANS_FROM_AUTH, and transfers to authorized committees, 

TRANS_TO_AUTH, from total receipts and total disbursements. All the variables discussed 

thus far are continuous and measured in U.S. dollars (inflation adjusted to base year 2004).  

I also combined variables that measured different aspects of donations from the same 

source—for instance, I subtracted loan repayments to the candidate from the total candidate 

loans to get one value for the amount of money each candidate parted with during a given cycle. 

I did the same with loans and loan repayments to ‘other’ sources. Finally, for ease of 

interpretability, I divided all continuous financial covariates by 1,000 to ensure that most of the 

regression coefficients, particularly for the logistic regression where the outcome is only 0 or 1, 

did not include Euler’s number. 
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Important categorical variables of interest include the state and district in which a given 

election took place, combined into the long variable statedistrict. I also created an average 

political index score for each race as previously discussed using the FEC’s semi-ordinal scale, 

where 1 represents Democrat, 2 represents Republican, and 3 represents Independent. It is 

understandable to be concerned that this scale suggests Independents are “more Republican” than 

Republicans, but of the 18,277 candidates who have records in this timeframe, only 1,202 

(6.57%) were registered Independent. With Independents having such a small share of the 

population of congressional candidates, I was comfortable leveraging the political scoring scale 

to create an average political score for each race in a given district—1 being more Democratic 

and 2 being more Republican. Based on my hypothesis, the 4 election cycles post-2010 should 

be characterized by a stronger correlation between increased financial activity by authorized 

committees and non-political committees and the likelihood of an electoral win.  

Table 1 presents summary statistics describing the variables of interest. From top to 

bottom, summarized variables include number of candidates in a given district race, the average 

political score of all candidates in a district-level race, average receipts per candidate, average 

disbursements per candidate, average candidate contributions, average debts, average individual 

contributions to each candidate, average ‘other’ contributions, average political party 

contributions, the likelihood of an incumbent keeping their seat, whether or not a district was 

treated by Citizens United, and average cash change from beginning of the cycle to end. Unlike 

in the regressions, the covariates used in this summary are measured in real U.S. dollars, not 

thousands of U.S. dollars, i.e., candidates contributed $8,102 on average to their own campaigns. 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Variables of Interest 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
VARIABLES N mean sd min max 
      
Number of candidates 3,424 5.308 3.201 1 24 
Avg. Political Score 3,424 1.588 0.292 1 2.800 
Receipts 3,424 513,044 451,468 -184,173 8.305e+06 
Disbursements 3,424 485,155 422,900 -97,606 8.281e+06 
Candidate 3,424 8,102 54,889 0 1.742e+06 
Debts 3,424 39,546 84,259 -1,963 1.587e+06 
Individuals 3,424 277,627 310,889 0 8.172e+06 
Other 3,424 188,645 162,013 0 1.525e+06 
Political Party 3,424 1,178 2,958 0 88,355 
Incumbent Win 3,424 0.841 0.365 0 1 
CU Treatment 3,424 0.254 0.436 0 1 
Cash Change 3,424 23.73 109.6 -1,121 1,060 
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5. EMPIRICAL MODELS 

 

Defining the election year as t and using i to index each candidate’s district, an OLS 

regression model examining number of candidates in a district can be approximated as:  

 

Candidatesit = β1CITIZENSUNITEDit + β2AVGPOLSCOREit + β3CashChangeit + β4Receiptsit + 

β5Disbursementsit + β6Debtsit + β7CandidateContribit + β8IndividualContribit + β9PartyContribit + 

β10OtherContribit + eit           (2) 

  

 The demographic variables considered in Equation 2 are averaged party affiliation score 

(predominantly Democrat or Republican) and the district in question, indexed with t for each 

given cycle. These are the two most important and informative pieces of demographic 

information in the dataset because, as prior research has demonstrated, a candidate’s political 

affiliation can have a significant influence on their fundraising and spending behaviors 

(Stratmann and Aparicio-Castillo, 2006). I anticipate the coefficient signs on most of the 

spending covariates to be negative, as I hypothesize that more money flowing into a given 

congressional district election will actually drive down the total number of candidates in a given 

field by creating higher financial barriers to entry for aspiring Representatives. When 

considering the partisan reaction to Citizens United and indeed the general political stances of the 

two major parties vis-à-vis most types of regulation, I expect the coefficient on average political 

score to be positive—that is, as a pool of candidates in a given district becomes increasingly 

more Republican, its crowdedness should increase.  
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 My second model leverages the same covariates and same indexing but instead performs 

a logistic regression using the binary outcome variable of incumbent win as the dependent 

variable. It can be approximated as  

 

IncumbentWinit = β1CITIZENSUNITEDit + β2AVGPOLSCOREit + β3CashChangeit + 

β4Receiptsit + β5Disbursementsit + β6Debtsit + β7CandidateContribit + β8IndivualContribit + 

β9PartyContribit + β10OtherContribit + eit         (3) 

  

 Incumbency, and its impact on how people vote, is a measure of enduring interest as 

evidenced by the body of research on which pioneers Jacobson, Abramowitz, and their peers 

embarked decades ago. In Equation 3, assessing how impactful each of these disclosed financial 

covariates is on the likelihood that the incumbent held their seat should be informative. Despite 

the hypotheses from Jacobson and from Abramowitz that uncapped political spending would 

damage the incumbent advantage, I expect that more money flowing into elections via the 

spending conduits that are captured in the regression, like disbursements and debts, will result in 

more candidates in congressional election fields and the incumbent enjoying a higher chance to 

keep their seat. However, I expect the coefficients on the contribution categories—individual, 

party, and candidate—to be significant and negative in both regressions, i.e., the more money of 

each contribution type is introduced, the smaller the electoral field and the more likely it is that 

the incumbent loses as megadonors hijack the process for their own ends. I expect the coefficient 

on average political score to be positive in both models, as an increasingly Republican field 

should be both more crowded and one in which the incumbent has a better chance at re-election. 
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Finally, the coefficient on Citizens United should be negative in both cases—treatment should 

result in fewer candidates and poorer chances for the incumbent in Models 1 and 2, respectively. 
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6. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Before diving into the results of my regressions, it is worth noting that these waters are 

murky by design, evidenced by the fact that no real consensus as to the quantifiable effects of 

Citizens United has yet emerged. Despite earlier authors’ suspicions that incumbents would have 

a harder time in an uncapped political spending regime, I hypothesize that more money in the 

race should create a less crowded field in certain situations—particularly those district-level 

races in which high amounts of money are flowing in via contributions from individuals, the 

political parties, the candidates themselves, and the catch-all category reported on FEC 

disclosures as ‘other’ contribution sources. Stratmann and Aparicio-Castillo in 2006 examined 

the crowdedness of election fields as a proxy for the competitiveness of elections in the post-

Citizens United world. It is here that I begin with my first model. In an OLS regression, I set the 

total number of candidates in a given congressional district as a continuous dependent variable 

and regress it on my variables of interest. Also included are the variables representing disclosed 

financial information from each campaign, reported in real dollars but divided by a thousand for 

interpretation (e.g., “for each thousand-dollar increase in x” rather than “for each additional 

dollar increase in x”). In Table 2 below, the coefficients on the variables of interest in a baseline 

model are compared to the coefficients on the variables of interest when I introduce controls for 

election year and election district. In my discussion of Model 1, I focus on coefficients in the 

version with district and year controls that are statistically significant. 
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Table 2. Model 1: Baseline OLS Compared to OLS with Year and District Controls 

 (1) (2) 
Dependent variable: 
Number of Candidates 
per congressional race 

Baseline With Year and District Controls 

   
Averaged Political Index  1.146*** 0.810*** 
 (0.157) (0.177) 
Citizens United 
Treatment 

0.499*** -0.304* 

 (0.110) (0.164) 
Cash Change (US$1000) -0.00363** -0.000957 
 (0.00150) (0.00125) 
Receipts (US$1000) 0.00174* 0.000430 
 (0.000948) (0.000544) 
Disbursements 
(US$1000) 

-0.00129 0.00114 

 (0.00140) (0.00116) 
Debts (US$1000) 0.00246*** -0.000209 
 (0.000687) (0.000651) 
Individual Contributions 
(US$1000) 

0.00107 -0.000484 

 (0.00116) (0.00106) 
Party Contributions 
(US$1000) 

0.00801 0.0282 

 (0.0173) (0.0213) 
Candidate Contributions 
(US$1000) 

0.00592*** 0.00456*** 

 (0.00163) (0.00160) 
Other Contributions 
(US$1000) 

-0.00902*** -0.00989*** 

 (0.00115) (0.00116) 
Constant 4.333*** 4.296*** 
 (0.261) (0.863) 
   
Observations 3,424 3,424 
R-squared 0.276 0.553 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Unsurprisingly, the average political score is highly significant as a predictor of the 

number of candidates. As it sees a one-unit increase, i.e., as the makeup of a race shifts up the 
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gears toward a less Democratic-heavy field that is either mostly Republican or a mix of 

Republicans and independents, both versions of the model predict around 1 additional candidate 

joining the race. The other variable of real interest, Citizens United treatment (indicating whether 

a district was in a state that had legal restrictions on campaign spending forcibly voided by 

Citizens United) is significant as well, although less so once I control for district and cycle. 

However, its sign flips in the version of the model with controls. Being in a district that was 

treated by the Citizens United framework results in 0.304 fewer predicted candidates in a race, in 

keeping with my hypothesis, although only at a significance level below 0.1.  

Among the variables of interest from candidates’ reported FEC disclosures, we can see 

neither version of the OLS model finds reported individual or party contributions to be a 

significant predictor of the crowdedness of an electoral field. Perhaps intuitively, there is 

significance to be found in the predictive power of the total amount individuals put into self-

financing campaigns. Since dollar amounts can be easily scaled up and down, the model suggests 

for each additional $200,000 provided on aggregate by the candidates themselves in a district, 

there will be around one more entrant in the race. This is contradictory to my hypothesis, though 

it is intuitive. In a two-horse race, all external donations from one side of the political aisle have 

nowhere to go besides the coffers of the lone standard-bearer. It is in races with many contenders 

that candidates would have to reach into their own pockets to spend heavily—and the $200,000 

additional dollar amount the candidates in a given district need to average to get to one extra 

expected contender for a seat is very heavy indeed. Perhaps the most interesting result in Model 

1 is the category of contributions that are not marked as coming from the party, individuals, or 

the candidate themselves. ‘Other’ contributions, a catch-all category, shows a surprising level of 
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significance considering neither individual contributions nor party contributions are significant 

below the 0.1 level. The direction of the sign on the coefficient for ‘other’ contributions is 

negative, suggesting that for each additional $100,000 provided on aggregate by sources labeled 

‘other’ in a district, there will be one fewer candidate in that field. This is consistent with 

Dwyre’s 2011 hypothesis that it would be nontraditional campaign spending that grew most in 

weight in the post-Citizens United world, and it is consistent with my hypothesis that the 

crowdedness of races would actually decrease in certain cases in a world with uncapped political 

spending. Perhaps ominously, by its very nature as a catch-all category ‘other’ is opaque to all 

but the person filing the disclosure.  

To take a deeper dive into and put to the test Abramowitz’s and Jacobson’s ideas 

regarding the incumbency advantage, I developed Model 2, which sets as its dependent variable 

whether or not the incumbent candidate once again won their seat, with the number 1 

representing success. The number of candidates in the field is now included on the other side of 

the regression equation as a variable of interest. Since the dependent variable in Model 2 is 

binary rather than continuous, I conducted a logistic regression in lieu of OLS but otherwise 

using the same covariates, with the same controls for district and year. I have reproduced the 

coefficients and odds ratios of the logistic regression in Table 3, with their corresponding 

marginal probabilities for ease of interpretation.  
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Table 3. Model 2: Logistic Regression on Incumbent Win with District and Year Controls 

 (1) (2) (3) 
 Coefficients Odds Ratios Marginal Probabilities 
Dependent Variable: 
Incumbent Winning 

   

    
    
Number of Candidates 
per Race 

-0.783*** 0.457*** -0.0657*** 

 (0.0495) (0.0226) (0.00311) 
Averaged Political Index 1.266*** 3.547*** 0.106*** 
 (0.384) (1.361) (0.0322) 
Citizens United 
Treatment 

0.139 1.149 0.0116 

 (0.321) (0.369) (0.0269) 
Cash Change (US$1000) 0.00452** 1.005** 0.000379** 
 (0.00213) (0.00214) (0.000180) 
Receipts (US$1000) 0.00101 1.001 8.47e-05 
 (0.000772) (0.000773) (6.42e-05) 
Disbursements 
(US$1000) 

0.000262 1.000 2.20e-05 

 (0.00190) (0.00190) (0.000160) 
Debts (US$1000) -0.00199* 0.998* -0.000167* 
 (0.00105) (0.00105) (8.81e-05) 
Individual Contributions 
(US$1000) 

-0.00435** 0.996** -0.000365** 

 (0.00191) (0.00190) (0.000158) 
Party Contributions 
(US$1000) 

-0.0720* 0.931* -0.00604* 

 (0.0391) (0.0363) (0.00326) 
Candidate Contributions 
(US$1000) 

-0.00424** 0.996** -0.000356** 

 (0.00214) (0.00213) (0.000178) 
Other Contributions 
(US$1000) 

-0.00232 0.998 -0.000195 

 (0.00209) (0.00209) (0.000176) 
Constant 3.774*** 43.54***  
 (1.256) (54.69)  
    
Observations 2,551 2,551 2,551 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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 The variable of greatest interest is the treatment indicator for Citizens United—and while 

its sign is positive, it is statistically insignificant in this model. This is disappointing, but not 

unexpected, given that the consensus in the extant literature is that the real effect of the 

framework would be to shift most campaign dollars out of the spotlight entirely. However, the 

coefficients for number of candidates per race and the averaged political index of the candidates 

in each district are both significant at the 1 percent level of confidence. Perhaps intuitively, for 

every new entrant in the race the probability of a victorious incumbent decreased by 6.57%. 

While a more crowded congressional field in the post-Citizens United world does not suggest 

good things for the incumbent, the data suggest that candidates on the right side of the aisle may 

have a lot less to fear. A one-unit increase in average political index score, from mainly 

Democrat to mainly Republican and from mainly Republican to halfway between Republican 

and independent increased the likelihood of the incumbent staying on by 10.6%. The coefficient 

for change in cash on hand is also significant, albeit at the 5 percent level. Once again, being able 

to easily scale up dollar amounts helps us see that for every additional average $100,000 the 

candidates in a district reported having on hand, the likelihood that the incumbent defended their 

seat increased by 3.79%. This is consistent with my hypothesis that greater spending will often 

help incumbents, but greater contributions will do the opposite—with more potency. One 

possible explanation for the discord between these two groups of covariates is that the list of 

financial inputs the FEC articulates and that candidates are required to provide is incomplete, and 

there are inputs not captured in the various contribution data that do feed into cash on hand.  

 Turning now to those aforementioned contribution data, we see quite a few of the FEC 

covariates are both significant and negative in their effect in keeping with my hypothesis. 



37 
 

Increases in debts, individual contributions, party contributions, and candidate self-funding all 

seem to blunt the incumbency advantage. For every additional $100,000 the campaigns in a 

given district averaged in money taken in from individuals and from the candidates themselves, 

the likelihood of the incumbent retaining the seat decreased by 3.65% and 3.56%, respectively—

and both findings are significant at the 5 percent level. For each additional $100,000 the 

candidates in a district averaged in debts, the likelihood of the incumbent retaining the seat 

decreased by 1.95%—a finding significant at the 10 percent level. Also significant at the 10 

percent level is the comparatively massive marginal probability corresponding to party 

contributions. For just each additional $10,000 in party contributions averaged by the candidates 

in a given district, the likelihood of the incumbent retaining their seat fell by 6.04%. More 

money flowing into an election through nearly all avenues in this dataset is predictably to the 

detriment of the incumbent. 

Interestingly, when comparing the FEC-disclosed covariates across regressions, only the 

variable capturing candidate contributions is significant in both the OLS regression examining 

number of candidates and in the logistic regression examining the likelihood an incumbent kept 

their seat—and its signs are aligned intuitively, suggesting larger average candidate contributions 

create larger electoral fields and ensure it is less likely the incumbent hangs on. The significance 

of ‘other’ contributions in creating more crowded races is interesting, and would certainly merit 

further analysis if more granular data were available. However, it is the makeup of the five 

statistically significant FEC-derived covariates in the logistic regression, and of the two that are 

not significant, that is most interesting because it offers evidence in support of two parallel 

theories. The first, advanced nearly thirty years ago, was that uncapped political spending and 
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contributions would make incumbent candidates’ lives more difficult. That much seems proven 

out even with the limitations of the analysis conducted here. The second theory, advanced after 

the Citizens United framework entered into force, was that a dark money apparatus would 

become the nexus for most of the money Americans spend politically. While the decisions in 

Citizens United v. FEC and SpeechNOW v. FEC were ostensibly about political disbursements 

and receipts, at no point did either of those two variables have any meaningful impact on race 

crowdedness or incumbent retention, despite being recorded and disclosed by the FEC and 

incorporated into both regression models above along with six other covariates from the FEC. 

Five of those six covariates did have a statistically significant impact on the dependent variable 

in Model 3. The motivating fear behind the firestorm of criticism of the Citizens United decision 

was the idea that dark money would render meaningless the tracking of electoral spending. In the 

world I constructed with the available FEC data, and perhaps in the real one, it seems that may 

have come to pass.   

Unfortunately, I am precluded from conducting similar logistic regression analysis in the 

full dataset using a Republican win as the dependent indicator variable. Dropping all districts 

that are perfectly predictive of success or failure, i.e. districts where Republicans always or never 

won House seats across all cycles for which there are data, would result in more than half of the 

dataset being omitted from the analysis. However, that is an interesting revelation in itself—in 

57% of all U.S. House of Representatives races from 2004 to 2018, a district never switched 

party hands from Democrat to Republican or vice versa. That polarization has played itself out 

on many stages in recent years, but in the post-Citizens United world in which the incumbent 

advantage is no longer towering, the chief determinant for the person chosen to represent a given 
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congressional district may cease to be which party has always held that seat. It may soon simply 

be a question of who can raise the most in pursuit of holding it next.   
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7. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 

 In this paper, I set out to study the effects of the forced nationwide deregulation of 

campaign finance by the Supreme Court’s decision in Citizens United. The 22 states that had 

laws restricting campaign donations on the books that were voided by the high court’s decision 

constitute a treatment group, while the 28 states that had no laws to clear are the control group. 

To construct an OLS model and a logistic regression model examining the crowdedness of each 

district-level race and the likelihood that the incumbent member of the House of Representatives 

retained their seat, respectively, I used congressional candidate financial disclosure data from the 

FEC collapsed to the district level for the eight election cycles from 2004 to 2018. I hypothesized 

that, while uncapped spending would help incumbents, uncapped and non-disclosed 

contributions would work to both the detriment of the incumbent advantage and depress the 

crowdedness of congressional races. For the most part, the statistically significant coefficients in 

both models bore this out. Contrary to the vision of the Roberts Court, the OLS model suggested 

that being treated by Citizens United caused a state’s congressional races to become less 

crowded, as did increased donations from the contribution categories labeled ‘individual’ and 

‘other’, with ‘other’ contributions negatively impacting crowdedness at a high level of 

significance. Similarly, the logistic regression model found that increased spending helped the 

incumbent, but increased contributions hurt their chances—and the coefficients on the variables 

corresponding to contributions were statistically significant to a much greater degree. 

Interestingly, a field that skewed more Republican was likely to both be more crowded and see 

an incumbent defend the seat; both findings are significant at the 1 percent level.  
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 The question at the heart of this study is: do campaign finance restrictions work? That is, 

does capping campaign contributions create a more egalitarian playing field? For the purposes of 

defining ‘egalitarian’, we should see more crowded races and a blunted incumbency advantage—

positive coefficients all around. However, many of the coefficients in the two regression models 

indicate the opposite—more money flowing through the various channels is often to the 

detriment of the incumbent and sometimes makes electoral races less crowded. Most important is 

the lack of significance, and small magnitude, of the Citizens United treatment indicator. This 

constitutes my attempt to illuminate the dark/soft money regime through the use of negative 

space, i.e. a deep dive on the hard-money regime. It is intuitively difficult for me to believe that 

erasing campaign finance regulation of independent expenditures did not really have a significant 

impact on the strength of incumbents, but it is not surprising that the available data suggest this 

to be the case.  

 It does not seem far-fetched to conclude that American democracy, both before and 

certainly after 2010, has drifted toward a paradigm of “the more money one has, the more weight 

that is placed on one’s preferences”. In order to push back toward a paradigm of “one person, 

one vote”, I strongly recommend greater transparency and disclosure requirements around the 

behavior of Super PACs so that those data can be considered as well in analyses of electoral 

outcomes—and failing that, I recommend the reinstatement of limits on contributions by 

shadowy actors like the ones that constitute ‘other’ in the FEC data. The Roberts Court 

concluded in the two rulings that constitute the Citizens United framework, with great naivete in 

my opinion, that individual contributions really do represent average Americans expressing 

themselves politically rather than powerful interests leveraging their resources to raise the 
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barriers to entry for politicians and to raise the barriers to meaningfully participate for ordinary 

citizens. The regression results bear this out—it is more difficult for incumbents to win, yes, but 

it is also far more difficult to understand who is bankrolling a particular candidate and why. 

When considering the totality of these findings, they are in line with the broad theme of the 

literature—that muddied waters around campaign finance do not serve the interests of the vast 

majority of the American electorate. 
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