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ABSTRACT 

 
Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission has brought campaign finance reform to 

the center of the American political debate. The Supreme Court’s 2010 decision created an 

opening for outside groups to play a larger role in campaigns, and potentially change the 

electoral landscape. Because this form of outside spending is a relatively new phenomenon, little 

empirical research exists on its consequences. The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the 

analysis of independent expenditures and their effects on Congressional elections. Using data 

from the Federal Election Commission for House and Senate races in 2010 and 2012, I explore 

the relationship between independent expenditures and electoral outcomes to determine if 

spending from outside groups has had a significant effect on a candidate’s chances of being 

elected. I combine this data with demographic characteristics from the American Community 

Survey to examine the role of population, region, and unemployment rates on a candidate’s 

electoral success. My results show that spending is one of many factors that contribute to a 

candidate’s chances of victory, and has only a minimal effect on electoral outcomes. The effect 

varies between incumbents and challengers, who rely on different channels of money based on 

their recognition among voters. But even a small positive correlation between outside money and 

the outcome of elections has the potential to change the political landscape, by creating a higher 

bar for campaign spending that many underfunded candidates will have trouble reaching.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission has brought campaign finance reform to 

the front and center of the American political conversation. The Supreme Court’s 2010 decision 

has created an opening for outside groups to play a larger role in campaigns, and potentially 

change the electoral landscape. As only two voting cycles have passed since the Court’s ruling, 

little empirical research exists on the consequences of outside spending and its relation to money 

spent by candidate campaigns. The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the analysis of 

independent expenditures and their effect on Congressional elections. Exploring the relationship 

between outside money and electoral outcomes will help examine the relationship between 

outside organizations, parties, and candidates. The results could also explain whether 

organizations outside of the generally regulated campaign sphere are having a disproportionate 

effect in determining who wins an election. The role of money has the potential to profoundly 

shift the political system in the United States away from the ideal of ‘one voice, one vote.’ 

The modern history of campaign finance reform begins after Watergate, when Congress 

enacted a number of amendments to the Federal Election Campaign Act of 1971 intended to 

combat political corruption. A host of legislation and legal decisions regarding campaign finance 

reform have passed since then, changing the playing field in different ways. Citizens United is 

only one of the most recent decisions, but has received the most attention from the public. The 

ruling allows political actors (including individuals, political parties, political action committees, 

or corporations) to make unlimited independent expenditures, either for or against a particular 

political candidate. Independent expenditures are campaign efforts that are made by a political 

party or other organization without any connection to a candidate’s campaign. Citizens United 

opened the floodgates in campaign spending, which many critics argue will drown out the voices 
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of small dollar donors, or even the candidate’s own campaigns, and have a disproportionate 

effect on electoral outcomes (Greenhouse 2010).  

Using data from the Federal Election Commission for federal races in the 2010 and 2012 

cycles, I explore the relationship between independent expenditures and electoral outcomes to 

determine if spending from outside groups has had a significant effect on a candidate’s chances 

of being elected. I combine this data with district demographic characteristics from the American 

Community Survey to examine the role of population, geographic region, and economic 

conditions on a candidate’s probability of electoral success. I analyze whether there is a 

difference in the effect of independent expenditures between incumbents and challengers, and if, 

consistent with prior research, challengers benefit from removing limits on campaign spending.  

My results show that spending is one of many factors that contribute to a candidate’s 

chances of victory, and has only a minimal effect on electoral outcomes. The effect varies 

between incumbents and challengers, who rely on different channels of money based on their 

recognition among voters. However, even a small positive correlation between outside money 

and the outcome of elections has the potential to change the political landscape, by creating a 

higher bar for campaign spending that many underfunded candidates will have trouble reaching.  

 
II. BACKGROUND 

 
A significant policy change came into effect for the 2010 elections, when the Supreme 

Court decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission determined that independent 

expenditures cannot be limited under First Amendment rights to free speech. Independent 

expenditures are any campaign efforts, such as Get Out the Vote (GOTV) drives or media 

advertisements, that are paid for and performed by an organization without any candidate or 

campaign coordination. Independent expenditures have long been part of the campaign scene, 



 3 

and have been subject to a host of attempted regulations, legislation, and Court decisions. 

Though Citizens United has caught the attention of many political observers, it is only one of 

many Supreme Court decisions that, when taken together, show a longer process of dismantling 

campaign finance regulations (Harvard Law Review Note, 2011).  

Legal scholarship has tracked the progression of campaign finance regulations from the 

original Federal Election Campaign Act of 1971 (FECA), which was developed with the intent 

of combating political corruption and included both maximum limits on contributions and 

disclosure requirements for campaign spending. Following the Watergate scandal, Congress 

enacted a slew of amendments to FECA, including the creation of the Federal Election 

Commission (FEC). Many of the FECA amendments eventually came before the Supreme Court, 

leading to the seminal campaign finance decision, Buckley v. Valeo. In Buckley, the Court ruled 

that expenditures could not be constitutionally limited under the First Amendment. However, 

they upheld the caps on campaign contributions as a regulation that fulfilled the purpose of 

combating corruption or the appearance of corruption. As a result, these decisions increased the 

use of “soft money” – that is, money not used to promote specific candidates, and outside of the 

scope of FECA regulations (Dwyre 1996). Political parties, in particular, used soft money as a 

way of getting around regulations on direct campaign contributions. The subsequent net increase 

in campaign spending had a major effect on elections, since soft money provided funds for 

national parties to improve their organizations and provide better support to candidates (Dwyre 

1996).  

The Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 (BCRA) banned all soft money 

contributions and prohibited “electioneering communications” – ads that specifically mentioned 

the name of a candidate – by certain organizations for a specified length of time before an 
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election. BCRA’s intent was to bring all campaign spending into the FEC system of contribution 

limits (Harvard Law Review Note 2011). A loophole, however, allowed organizations known as 

‘527s’ – named after a portion of the tax code – to spend money by focusing on “issue 

advocacy.” Instead of explicitly advocating for or against a particular candidate, a 527 could get 

around the BCRA ban by running advertisements on an elected official’s record on Medicare or 

abortion, using language that could still influence voters. These “sham issue ads” met the 

technical definition of issue advocacy, but still had the same effect as express advocacy in 

influencing a voter towards or against a candidate. Money from ‘527’ organizations had a major 

effect on the elections following BCRA, including the 2004 Presidential election (Ortiz 2005). 

BCRA regulations also faced several Court challenges, including FEC v. Wisconsin Right To 

Life, Inc., which ruled that issue advertisements did not necessarily presume express support for 

a specific candidate, and once again allowed parties and outside organizations to use independent 

expenditures for issue advocacy.  

In 2010, the Supreme Court decided Citizens United v. FEC, which has become a 

flashpoint for controversy. The decision struck down the BCRA ban on electioneering 

communications, determining that independent expenditures cannot have a corruptible effect 

because they are not made in coordination with a candidate’s campaign. By deregulating 

independent expenditures for express advocacy of a specific candidate, the Court actually began 

a process of redefining who and what can be regulated under campaign finance law (Kang 2012). 

Soon after Citizens United, the D.C. Circuit Court decided Speechnow.org v. Federal Election 

Commission, which ruled that contribution limits could not be applied to political committees 

that make only independent expenditures. The net effect of this decision – no constraints on 

money used for independent expenditures – led to an explosion in the use of outside money in 



 5 

electoral campaigns. Speechnow.org and Citizens United have generally been conflated because 

of their combined impact on changing the campaign finance system.  

Citizens United, Speechnow.org, and other related Court decisions have created different 

standards of regulation for different political players, separating the traditional actors (parties and 

candidates) from outside organizations. Candidates and political parties – typically the channels 

that people use to exercise their voices – face strict disclosure rules for contributions, as well as 

caps on maximum contribution amounts. The dominant theory of campaigns in the United States 

emphasizes these traditional actors in the electoral process, but the campaign finance system has 

not necessarily reflected this view (Harvard Law Review Note 2011). Since Speechnow.org, 

outside groups such as corporations and political action committees do not have to abide by the 

same limitations. This difference has spawned the creation of the “Independent Expenditure 

Only Political Committee,” known colloquially as the Super PAC. The net result of the decision 

has been an increase in spending by outside groups on elections since January 2010, without full 

regulation by the FEC.  

While the amount of money spent on campaigns in general has been steadily increasing 

since 2000 (Wert, Gaddie and Bullock 2011), removing previous limitations has already led to a 

significant difference between spending in the 2010 election and previous midterm elections 

(Dwyre 2011). The average amount of money spent by a winning candidate in the House 

increased from $650,087 in 1998 to $1,271,938 in 2010 (CFI 2010). Outside spending has 

increased by 130% from 2008. The Center for Responsive Politics estimates that the 2012 

election cost $5.8 billion, mostly in the Presidential race, which also corresponds with a slight 

increase in Congressional election spending between 2010 and 2012 (CRP 2012). The question is 



 6 

whether or not this new type of money had a significant effect on the outcome of House and 

Senate elections since the Court’s decision.  

 
III. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Given that the decision in Citizens United is so recent, there remains substantial room to 

examine the effect of an increase in outside spending on a candidate’s chances of being elected. 

The bulk of empirical research on campaign finance focuses on the effect of candidate spending 

in Congressional elections (e.g., Jacobson 1978; Levitt 1994; Gerber 1998). This paper seeks to 

expand upon this existing literature, looking specifically at the effect of outside spending in 

relation to overall spending. Exploring the relationship between independent expenditures and 

electoral outcomes will help analyze the relationship between outside organizations, parties, and 

candidates. The results could also explain whether organizations outside of the generally 

regulated campaign sphere are having an outsized effect in determining who wins an election.   

The difficulty of isolating the relationship between campaign spending and electoral 

outcomes has sometimes stymied campaign finance reform efforts. Prior studies have shown that 

differences in spending do affect outcomes on Election Day, largely by increasing voters’ 

knowledge of and feelings towards candidates (Coleman and Manna 2000). However, much of 

this research has treated spending by incumbents and challengers in the same way, which affects 

the resulting regression coefficients. Existing officeholders, particularly in the U.S. House of 

Representatives, have a strong advantage of getting re-elected based on their incumbency and 

recognition among district voters (Glantz et al 1976; Jacobson 1978; Stratmann 2005). 

Loosening campaign finance regulations tends to help challengers raise more money, whereas 

tightening campaign finance laws further protects incumbents (Glantz et al 1976).  
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Gary Jacobson’s 1978 study of House and Senate races is generally regarded as a seminal 

work on campaign spending and electoral outcomes. Jacobson found that spending by 

challengers has a more substantial impact than incumbent spending, which has relatively little 

effect on election outcomes. Spending also has diminishing marginal returns, particularly for 

incumbents: the more both candidates spend, the better the challenger does. More money helps 

challengers receive greater recognition with voters, which in turn increases their chances of 

winning a race. Since marginal gains from an increase in campaign spending are better for 

challengers than for incumbents, any increase in spending by both candidates should help the 

challenger. Many studies have confirmed the small or negative effect of incumbent spending 

(Coates 1998; Stratmann 2005), but others have hypothesized that flaws in a pooled ordinary 

least squares (OLS) regression model biases the effects of campaign spending for incumbents 

and challengers because it does not take into account several other important factors, such as the 

closeness of a given race (Erikson and Palfrey 2000).   

Incumbents typically have advantages with existing campaign infrastructure that could 

make their expenditures potentially more efficient and effective than those of challengers. If this 

is true, then the marginal effect of incumbent spending could actually be greater than the 

marginal effect of challenger spending (Gerber 1998). Gerber used instrumental variables, 

accounting for challenger wealth, state population, and the lagged spending of Senate 

incumbents and challengers, to estimate unbiased coefficients on campaign spending in Senate 

elections. He found that the effects of incumbent and challenger spending are statistically 

equivalent, contrary to the traditional view, which suggests that incumbent spending is relatively 

unimportant. Gerber’s findings show that the level of voter familiarity – typically high in Senate 

elections – may help determine when campaign spending does and does not matter. When 
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looking at the post-Citizens United campaign finance system, one would expect that candidate 

spending – which builds on a campaign’s knowledge and organization – should be more efficient 

than outside spending. Groups that make independent expenditures do not benefit from the 

candidate’s own organization, nor do they necessarily benefit from coordination with each other.  

Failing to control for district-specific factors as well as intrinsic differences in candidate 

quality will also overestimate the effect of challenger spending (Levitt 1994; Stratmann 2005). 

High quality challengers are more likely to receive a higher portion of the vote, regardless of the 

level of campaign spending. Levitt used data from repeat challengers in the U.S. House – races 

where the same two candidates ran against each other in more than one electoral cycle – to 

eliminate these two sources of bias. As a result, Levitt found that while challenger spending still 

appears to be marginally more productive than incumbent spending, the difference was much 

smaller than in previous studies.  

Similar to Jacobson, Erikson and Palfrey used both ordinary least squares and two-stage 

least squares regression analysis (2SLS) to examine the simultaneity between campaign spending 

and electoral outcomes (2000). OLS regression models assume a single direction of causality – 

that more spending produces more votes. However, the expectation that a candidate could 

receive more votes may initiate more spending. Jacobson found that this was only the case in 

particularly competitive races. Conversely, in races where the expectation of an incumbent 

winning is extremely high, incumbent spending has very little effect. Using 2SLS analysis 

addresses the fact that candidates raise and spend money in direct proportion to the race’s level 

of competitiveness, and estimates the effects of spending while taking this simultaneity into 

account.  
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Erikson and Palfrey compare close races in comparison to races that are not expected to 

be close, using forecasts of election outcomes as a control for expectations. They hypothesize 

that in this subset of close races, the simultaneity bias is minimal because the margin of votes 

between both candidates is already expected to be small. When controlling for the closeness of 

the race, incumbent spending has a greater effect on vote share than challenger spending, and 

incumbents achieve roughly the same effectiveness per dollar as challengers.  

While these studies focus on the effects of campaign spending for incumbents and 

challengers, and do not account for independent expenditures, they are helpful for thinking about 

the mechanisms of how money works in Congressional races. Opening up another channel for 

spending could flood the system with more money, but may not completely change its outcomes. 

Other factors, particularly the incumbency advantage and district-specific effects, could still be 

the prime determinants of electoral results. However, the marginal effects of outside spending in 

comparison to candidate spending, for example, may have an effect on electoral outcomes. 

Though money in general seems to have diminishing marginal returns for campaigns, the fact 

that independent expenditures are not FEC-regulated takes this avenue out of the hands of 

traditional political actors. If independent expenditures have a stronger effect on electoral 

outcomes, candidates run the risk of losing elections by losing control of their message.  

 
IV. METHODS 

 
The decision to allow unlimited independent expenditures opens up a new world of 

campaign spending possibilities. Both conventional wisdom and empirical analysis show that 

more money is better for candidates (Jacobson 1978; Coleman and Manna 2000; Stratmann 

2005). More money means better campaign infrastructure, more voter outreach efforts, and more 

advertisements, which have been consistently shown as the best way to influence voting behavior 
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(particularly negative ads). My analysis will focus on the effect of both candidate contributions - 

which are donated directly to a campaign from individuals, political parties, or PACs – and 

independent expenditures on the probability of winning an election. I have opted to use candidate 

contributions rather than campaign expenditures as my variable for official campaign spending. 

Though a candidate may not spend all of the money raised by his or her campaign, contributions 

are a good measure of a candidate’s popularity with donors, as well as the strength of his or her 

campaign effort.  

There are a number of other factors that have an effect on the candidates that voters 

choose, based on both the specific candidate and the state or district (Levitt 1994). Existing 

officeholders have an advantage based on their incumbency, and benefit from name recognition 

with both voters and would-be donors, as well as an existing campaign structure. The level of 

partisanship within a district – whether it trends more towards Democrats or Republicans – will 

have a major impact on whether some candidates are even viable. I will include controls for both 

of these considerations, as well as variables to account for economic conditions (such as median 

household income and the unemployment rate during the year of the election) that may have 

influenced voters’ decisions. Many of these factors will also determine whether independent 

expenditures were spent in a specific race.  

As the expected margin of votes between candidates gets smaller, both candidates are 

likely to start spending more. Competitive races are far more likely to have higher amounts of 

total spending, including independent expenditures. As a candidate’s probability of getting 

elected gets higher, their spending habits are likely to start leveling off (Erikson and Palfrey 

2000). Races with repeat challengers are likely to attract higher amounts of outside money, since 

the challenger benefits from some additional name recognition in the district.  While Levitt’s 
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approach of using a fixed effects model to study repeat challengers over time helps eliminate the 

biases from challenger quality and some of the district-specific effects, such an approach will not 

be possible for my study. There are simply not enough repeat challengers in the 2010 and 2012 

U.S. House races to focus my study on only these candidates. Furthermore, because unlimited 

independent expenditures are new to the 2010 election, comparisons between the two election 

cycles in my analysis and previous cycles are not possible. Redistricting efforts following the 

2010 census also makes a comparison of the same districts between 2010 and 2012 exceedingly 

difficult. As a result, I have analyzed House and Senate races in 2010 and 2012 in four separate 

models, to maintain consistency within each sample. Campaign spending effects are likely to be 

different between 2010 and 2012 due to the Presidential race in the latter cycle. Presidential races 

increase voter turnout, and a popular (or unpopular) President will have corresponding down-

ballot effects on candidates from the same party. However, no controls will be necessary to 

differentiate between these years, since each cycle will be examined separately. 

Following the expectation of a positive linear relationship between campaign spending 

and the likelihood of winning an election, I have chosen to use a linear probability model (LPM) 

for my analysis, with the probability of victory as my dependent variable. Studying House and 

Senate elections for 2010 and 2012 separately, I used the model below for my regression:  

Pr 𝑊𝑖𝑛 =   𝛽! +   𝛽!𝐼𝑛𝑐𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑛𝑡 +   𝛽!𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦  𝐴𝑓𝑓𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛
+   𝛽! log(𝐶𝑎𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑑𝑎𝑡𝑒  𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑏𝑢𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠)+   𝛽! log(𝑂𝑢𝑡𝑠𝑖𝑑𝑒  𝑆𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑛𝑔)
+   𝛽!𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑡  𝐶ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑠 +   𝜀 

  

where “Incumbent” is a 1/0 binary variable; “Party Affiliation” is equal to -1 (Republican), 0 

(Independent), or 1 (Democrat); and “District Characteristics” is a vector of variables such as 

population, median household income, unemployment rate, and level of district partisanship.  

 Because more outside money adds to the aggregate amount of money being spent in an 
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election, it should operate by the same mechanism as other types of money. With an increase in 

independent expenditures on behalf of a candidate, the candidate’s chances of being elected 

should improve. Following previous studies, these effects may be different for challengers and 

incumbents (see, for instance, Jacobson 1978). Furthermore, the marginal effects of independent 

spending versus candidate spending may also be different. Independent spending should be 

particularly beneficial for challengers, since it gives them an added boost in name recognition. 

However, I hypothesize that the effects of candidate contributions will actually be stronger than 

outside spending efforts for all types of candidates. Though regulated and limited by the FEC, 

direct contributions are likely to have a stronger effect, per dollar, on electoral outcomes than 

outside money. Candidate contributions come from individuals and parties, and other 

committees, and candidates are allowed to spend them as they choose. Independent expenditures 

are out of campaigns’ control and, theoretically, could be spent in ways that are actually 

unhelpful for candidates.  

Furthermore, higher amounts of candidate contributions could reflect other characteristics 

that make a candidate more likely to win, especially if a high proportion of candidate 

contributions are coming from within their constituency. Outside money is likely to have a 

stronger effect on electoral outcomes for challengers than for incumbents, who tend to have “war 

chests” of campaign contributions already built up from their previous campaigns. Comparing 

the effect of all types of money for both incumbents and challengers provides some insight into 

the consequences of Citizens United, particularly how different types of candidates have been 

able to capitalize on the monetary channels available to them since 2010.  
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V. DATA 
 

To understand the effect of independent expenditures on electoral outcomes, I am 

primarily relying on data from the Federal Election Commission. All political committees – 

including candidates, parties, PACs and groups making independent expenditures – are required 

to submit regular reports to the FEC, which are available for public use on the Commission’s 

website. For those making independent expenditures, the report must include the amount of the 

expenditure, whether it was used in support or against a candidate, and the name of the candidate 

in question. Candidates must disclose the amount of contributions they have received, as well as 

a breakdown on whether they came from individuals, a party, or a PAC. I have included both 

contributions and independent expenditures for each Congressional candidate in my analysis, 

broken down by party and outside spending. Since Citizens United came into effect for the 2010 

elections, my study is limited by the availability of independent expenditure data. While 2010 

and 2012 are the only two cycles I have analyzed, the results will establish an initial 

understanding of the relationship between independent expenditures and electoral outcomes.1  

I have limited the scope of my study to House and Senate candidates that participated in 

the general election, which eliminates primary candidates from my analysis. Outside spending 

                                                
1 An additional data limitation comes from funding known as “electioneering communications.” 
Electioneering communications are advertisements or other materials that are neither directly related to nor 
even mention a particular candidate. They are a relic of the campaign finance system before Citizens United, 
when groups were prohibited from directly advocating for or against a specific candidate. While electioneering 
communications are reported to the FEC, outside groups do not have to include the name of the candidate the 
ads were run in support of or against – since the point of an electioneering communication is that it is not tied 
to a particular person. For this reason, electioneering communications will be difficult to tie to specific 
candidates and electoral outcomes. Dwyre (2011) shows that outside groups used electioneering 
communications much less in the 2010 elections than in previous cycles. 527 organizations spent $211.2 
million in the 2010 election, which is much less than the $411.5 million they reported spending in 2004 
(Dwyre 2011). Because outside groups are now able to freely mention specific candidates, they are less likely 
to spend their resources on communications that may not have as direct an impact on a particular race. For 
these reasons, I will not include electioneering communications in my analysis of electoral outcomes. 
However, it is important to note that this is a monetary channel that has been open to outside groups.  
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has a major effect in primary elections, where there is strong potential for challengers to unseat 

incumbent candidates within the same party. For example, long time officeholders in 2010 faced 

well-funded opponents in highly publicized primaries, such as Bob Bennett’s loss to Mike Lee in 

the Utah Senate race. However, there have been too few primaries since the Citizens United 

decision to conduct a meaningful analysis of the effect of outside money in this specific type of 

election. To study the effect of aggregate outside spending, I have chosen to analyze data for 

only the candidates that participated in the 2010 and 2012 general elections, rather than including 

those that lost in their primary. I have, however, included any money raised or spent on behalf of 

a general election candidate from his or her respective primary, as money spent in a primary will 

continue to have an effect on a candidate’s prospects in the general election (Glantz et al 1976).  

In addition to data from the FEC on the money spent in the 2010 and 2012 elections, I 

have included several variables to control for demographic differences among Congressional 

districts. I have used information from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey 

(ACS), for population and median household income. I have also used the Cook Political 

Report’s Partisan Voting Index (PVI) from both 2012 and 2012 as a measure of the level of 

partisanship in each district. The PVI is a measurement of how strongly a state or Congressional 

district leans toward one party or another. It is developed by averaging each district or state’s 

results from the last 2 Presidential elections, and comparing them to national results. The 

resulting index that provides an objective measure for each state or district, formatted as a letter 

plus a number. For example, an “R+5” district would have performed five points more 

Republican than the national average. For my analysis, I have formatted this variable as an 

ordinal measure, using negative numbers for Republican districts and positive numbers for 
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Democratic districts. In my study, an “R+5” district would receive a “-5,” and a “D+3” district 

would receive a “3.”  

In addition to the partisanship of each district, it is important to control for other factors 

that may have had an effect on electoral outcomes. In particular, the state of the economy 

impacts each state or Congressional district differently, which could have influenced voter 

behavior. A poor economic situation may breed resentment towards the party in power, and 

cause voters to seek a change (Bartels 2013). Measuring the unemployment level in the state or 

district where an individual is campaigning is a way of controlling for the effect of economic 

conditions on the candidate’s probability of getting elected. To control for the economic 

conditions, I have included the unemployment level in 2010 and 2012, obtained from the ACS 

and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Finally, I have also included the gender, party affiliation, 

and incumbency status of the individual running for office to control for these factors in the 

candidate’s probability of winning the election.   

To examine the effect of independent expenditures on electoral outcomes in the 2010 

election, I looked at different types of campaign spending for the 1,273 and 1,179 candidates in 

the 2010 and 2012 House races, and the 159 and 124 candidates in the 2010 and 2012 Senate 

elections, respectively. Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for the independent expenditures 

and contribution totals for House candidates in 2010 and 2012, and Table 2 examines the same 

variables for 2010 and 2012 Senate races.   
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics – Spending Variables (House). 
 2010 2012 
Principle Variables of 
Interest 

N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev. N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev. 

Independent Expenditures 1,273 0 5,192,277 166,097.20 494,932.90 1,179 0 6,443,866 298,029.80 950,172.40 
Independent Expenditures 
from Outside Groups 

1,273 0 4,000,028 79,553 284,922.80 1,179 0 5,460,685 192,399.10 653,235 

Party Independent 
Expenditures 

1,273 0 2,631,829 88,638.85 298,827.60 1,179 0 2,804,972 104,019.10 404,033.40 

Total Contributions 1,271 0 13,400,000 694,733 922,944.60 1,179 0 21,800,000 766,955 1,296,358 
Individual Contributions 1,271 0 13,000,000 435,530 720,024.90 1,179 0 21,600,000 466,239.10 1,038,311 
PAC Contributions 1,271 0 2,857,030 248,451.80 381,513.10 1,179 0 3,166,194 283,095.30 420,904.10 
Party Committee 
Contributions 

1,271 0 59,030 1,815.97 4,564.14 1,179 0 56,618 1,997.96 4,911.61 

 
 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics – Spending Variables (Senate).  
 2010 2012 
Principle Variables of 
Interest 

N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev. N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev. 

Independent Expenditures 159 0 15,400,000 988,301.40 2,676,911 124 0 32,000,000 2,794,911 5,923,554 
Independent Expenditures 
from Outside Groups 

159 0 8,340,131 575,110.30 1,541,712 124 0 26,300,000 2,117,881 4,510,809 

Party Independent 
Expenditures 

159 0 8,856,782 410,440.90 1,372,555 124 0 7,875,923 677,029.90 1,653,863 

Total Contributions 159 0 28,100,000 2,888,289 4,875,991 124 0 55,700,000 4,315,059 7,781,736 
Individual Contributions 159 0 27,700,000 2,342,571 4,293,496 124 0 41,000,000 3,280,667 5,662,900 
PAC Contributions 159 0 4,368,642 494,349.80 844,939.4 124 0 3,706,243 608,052 880,967.10 
Party Committee 
Contributions 

159 0 122,712 10,783.68 20,383.89 124 0 62509 10,636.26 18,808.69 

Source for Tables 1 and 2: Federal Election Commission.  
 
  

Both independent expenditures and contributions are broken down by the source of 

funding. In addition to the total amount of independent expenditures, the average amount spent 

by a political party committee or an outside group, such as a Super PAC or union, is provided. 

Mean contributions from individuals, political parties, or other committees (such as non-profit 

organizations or regulated PACs) are also included.  

Senate races are, on average, much more expensive than House races, since the former 

cover entire states, while the latter concentrate on much smaller districts. The differences in term 

length – six years versus two – gives Senate elections higher stakes than House races, as well as 

a longer fundraising period. For these reasons, a direct comparison between Senate and House 
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races is impossible, and the effect of spending on electoral outcomes will be investigated 

separately for each side of Congress. The average amount of contributions in a 2010 Senate race 

is $2,888,289, and $694,733 in the House. These numbers increase for 2012, to $4,315,059 for 

the Senate and $766,955 in the House. Similarly, the average amount of independent 

expenditures spent on a 2010 Senate race was $988,301, increasing to  $2,794,911 in 2012. 

Average independent expenditures rose accordingly in the House, from $166,097 in 2010 to 

$298,030 in 2012.  

Table 3 provides descriptive statistics for district characteristics during the 2010 and 2012 

House elections, and Table 4 examines the same information for the states holding Senate 

elections in 2010 and 2012. 

 
Table 3. Descriptive Statistics – District Characteristics (House).   
 2010 2012 
Principle Variables of 
Interest 

N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev. N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev. 

District Population 1,273 482,825 1,043,855 709,605 81,329.76 1,179 524,097 998,199 717,034 35,619 
Total Votes 1,270 66,948 377,891 202,589 49,305.46 1,167 95,611 479,740 284,702 58,199 
Median Household Income 1,273 $23,773 $105,560 $51,714.37 13,465.90 1,179 $23,894 $109,505 $52,391.38 14,117 
Partisan Voter Index (PVI) 1,273 -29 41 .99 14.36 1,179 -29 41 -.21 13.99 
Unemployment Rate 2010 1,273 3.9 27.5 10.98 3.04 - - - - - 
Unemployment Rate 20122 - - - - - 1,273 3.1 11.5 7.95 1.48 

 
Table 4. Descriptive Statistics – State Characteristics (Senate).  
 2010 2012 
Principle Variables of 
Interest 

N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev. N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev. 

State Population 159 625,741 37,253,956 7,643,186 8,245,133 124 576,412 38,000,000 7,220,417 7,275,751 
Total Votes 159 227,947 10,000,160 2,151,431 2,169,431 124 244,445 12,600,000 2,868,818 2,561,200 
Median Household Income 159 $38,218 $68,854 $49,727.72 7,484.72 124 $36,919 $70,004 $52,184.27 8,867.95 
Partisan Voter Index (PVI) 159 -20 12 -2.65 8.96 124 -20 13 0.28 8.56 
Unemployment Rate 2010 159 3.9 14.9 9.15 2.19 - - - - - 
Unemployment Rate 2012 - - - - - 124 3.1 11.5 7.52 1.98 

Source for Tables 3 and 4: Author’s calculations from American Community Survey and Bureau of Labor Statistics data.  

                                                
2 At the time of this study, data for unemployment rates based on the new 2012 Congressional district lines was not 
available. As a result, I have substituted state-level data for the 2012 House races.  
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While state populations for Senate races vary from 625,741 (Vermont), to 37,253,956 

(California), House districts are intended to be uniform, with an average size of about 710,000. 

The total vote share measures the turnout in the 2010 and 2012 elections, since only a fraction of 

the population in each state or district actually votes. Despite the difference in size between 

states and Congressional districts, median household income is fairly similar between all four 

samples. In particular, the median household income in 2012 was $52,391 for House districts, 

and $52,184 for states holding Senate elections.  

The average Partisan Voter Index score for 2010 House races was .99, which translates to 

D+.99, or almost 1 percentage point in favor of Democrats. The median PVI for House races in 

2012, however, decreased to .28, or D+.28. This difference can be attributed to redistricting 

efforts in many states following the results of the 2010 Census. Because PVI is measured by 

taking an average of the district’s results from the last two Presidential elections and comparing 

them to national results, the average level of partisanship in a particular district changed along 

with newly redrawn district lines after the decennial census. Similarly, the average PVI for 2010 

Senate elections was -2.65 (R+2.65), or 2.65 percentage points in favor of Republicans. This 

number shifted to R+.21 for the 2012 Senate elections, which is a reflection of the difference in 

states that held Senate elections between the two election cycles.  

Finally, unemployment rates for each state or district are also included for the year of 

each election. The economic conditions in a given area will likely have an effect on voters’ 

behavior at the ballot box. In this case, the 2008 recession resulted in widespread economic 

hardship and resentment towards policymakers for their ineffectiveness at turning things around. 

This could have caused voters to seek a change in the 2010 elections. Correspondingly, slowly 

improving economic conditions leading up to the 2012 elections could have had an effect on 
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voting behavior, as well. For the 435 House districts, the average unemployment rate was 10.98 

in 2010, and 7.95 in 2012. Across states holding Senate elections in 2010, the average 

unemployment rate was 9.15. For the states with Senate elections in 2012, the rate dropped to 

7.52.  

Tables 5 and 6 show a breakdown of the mean total of independent expenditures spent on 

candidates with different characteristics. The tables show the aggregate amount of independent 

expenditures spent on a candidate, and does not differentiate between money to support or 

oppose. As a result, the money that was spent “against” an incumbent could actually be seen as 

positive spending on behalf of the challenger. This is important to note when examining the 

disparities between spending on incumbents and challengers – with incumbents receiving an 

average of $865,772 more than challengers in 2010 House races, for example. Much of that 

money could have been spent against the incumbent. It is also evident in the difference between 

independent expenditure spending in that same election cycle on candidates who win versus 

those who lose - with victors receiving an average of $1,411,166 more than losers.  

 
Table 5. Distribution of Independent Expenditures by Candidate (House). 
 2010 2012 

 N Percentage 

Mean Total 
Independent 
Expenditures 

Standard 
Deviation N Percentage 

Mean Total 
Independent 
Expenditures 

Standard 
Deviation 

Republican 439 34.49% $230,555.30 582,851.70 421 35.71% $426,633.50 1,129,043 
Democrat 410 32.31% $268,002.70 595,440.90 417 35.37% $411,879.70 1,080,299 
Independent 424 33.31% $818.11 16,601.44 341 28.92% $31.01 568.61 
TOTAL: 1,273 100.00%   1,179 100.00%   
Male 1,104 86.72% $168,176.10 502852.80 983 83.38% $289,457.40 937,293.90 
Female 169 13.28% $152,516.40 440,817.50 196 16.62% $341,022.80 1,013,726 
TOTAL: 1,273 100.00%   1,179 100.00%   
Incumbent 395 31.03% $243,616.90 564,760.90 368 31.21% $439,452.20 1,138,521 
Challenger 878 68.97% $131,222.20 456147.10 811 68.79% $233,857.80 844,089.70 
TOTAL: 1,273 100.00%   1,179 100.00%   
Win 434 34.09% $241,412.60 597,562.80 434 36.81% $419,835.30 1,061,372 
Lose 839 65.91% $127,137.90 427,620.20 745 63.19% $227,071.90 871,873.60 
TOTAL: 1,273 100.00%   1,179 100.00%   
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Table 6. Distribution of Independent Expenditures by Candidate (Senate). 
 2010 2012 

 N Percentage 

Mean Total 
Independent 
Expenditures 

Standard 
Deviation N Percentage 

Mean Total 
Independent 
Expenditures 

Standard 
Deviation 

Republican 38 23.90% $2,122,352 3,654,033 33 26.61% $5,536,746 7,045,508 
Democrat 36 22.64% $2,080,312 3,641,003 32 25.81% $4,961,773 7,768,444 
Independent 85 53.46% $18,815.59 172,464.3 59 47.58% $86,094.70 661,297 
TOTAL: 159 100.00%   124 100.00%   
Male 137 86.16% $900,532.10 2,698,923 104 83.87% $2,706,310 6,074,331 
Female 22 13.84% $1,534,865 2,525,371 20 16.13% $3,255,636 8,182,864 
TOTAL: 159 100.00%   124 100.00%   
Incumbent 23 14.47% $1,728,836 3,474,213 22 17.74% $3,406,291 5,970,383 
Challenger 136 85.53% $863,064 2,512,067 102 82.26% $2,663,045 5,934,737 
TOTAL: 159 100.00%   124 100.00%   
Win 37 23.27% $2,071,083 3,576,760 33 26.61% $5,467,338 7,711,826 
Lose 122 76.73% $659,916.90 2,254,680 91 73.39% $1,825,789 4,820,815 
TOTAL: 159 100.00%   124 100.00%   

  Source for Tables 5 and 6: Author’s own calculations based on FEC data.  
 

 
While Republicans and Democrats generally received about the same amount of money, 

both parties received much more than Independents, despite the fact that Independents make up 

an equal share of the House candidates and over 50% of Senate candidates. This shows an 

obvious bias towards the major political parties, even in independent spending. This could be due 

to the fact that the average amount of independent expenditures includes money spent by 

national political party committees, which tend to focus their spending against candidates from 

the major opposing party rather than independent candidates. Official party spending also helps 

challengers from a major party, and not independent candidates – which could be the reason for 

the decrease in independent candidates in the 2012 election cycle. While both types of elections 

saw fewer independent candidates, the difference is particularly marked for the Senate races – 

while there were 85 independent candidates in the 2010 elections, there were only 59 in 2012. 

With outside spending increasing in both frequency and amount in 2012, the impact of Citizens 

United could deter many independent candidates from running for office. Since so much 
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spending comes from official political parties, independent candidates are simply not well 

funded enough to make it to a general election.  

For both House and Senate races, there were far more male candidates than female 

candidates in both cycles. However, with the exception of House races in 2010, female 

candidates seemed to receive a higher average in outside spending. In Senate races in particular, 

female candidates received an average of $643,332 more than male candidates in 2010, and 

$549,326 more in 2012. This could be due in part to women’s organizations, such as EMILY’s 

List and Planned Parenthood, contributing mostly to female candidates. These organizations 

specifically increased their presence in the 2012 House races, which could be the reason for the 

increase in spending on female candidates in that subset of elections.  However, for Senate 

candidates, it seems more likely that higher spending on female candidates is a function of the 

races themselves, with many of said candidates running in more competitive elections that had a 

higher level of spending overall.  

From these tables, it is clear that differences in both districts and candidates generate 

differences in spending on elections. They key to my analysis will be to see how these 

differences translate into electoral outcomes, and how spending levels can affect an individual’s 

likelihood of victory when controlling for variation in candidates and districts.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 22 

VI. RESULTS 
 

Anticipating a linear positive relationship, I use a Linear Probability Model to analyze the 

effect of money on the ultimate result of an election. The LPM allows me to use the electoral 

outcome – whether or not the candidate won the race – as my dependent variable, and presents 

the effect of spending as a probability of victory. I used four separate regression models, based 

on election year and electoral body. I first present the results of the maximum likelihood 

estimation for all four samples, and then further subdivide my analysis based on incumbency 

status.  

The results of my empirical analysis indicate a significant effect for both campaign and 

outside spending on the probability of winning for candidates in the 2010 and 2012 

Congressional elections. The regression results for spending and electoral outcomes, organized 

by House and Senate, are presented in Tables 7 and 8 below. Campaign contributions are shown 

to be a significant predictor of electoral outcomes, though the effect is marginal in all four 

models. For both chambers of Congress, the effect of contributions is slightly higher in 2012 

than in the previous cycle. According to the full LPM model for House races in 2010, 10 cents of 

additional of candidate contributions increases the probability of victory by .013%. The effect 

was slightly higher for House races in 2012, at .021%. By contrast, 10 cents of additional 

candidate contributions raised the probability of winning by .008% for Senate races in 2010, and 

.017% in 2012.  
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Table 7: Regression Results (House)  	  
 2010 2012 

Dependent 
Variable: 
Pr(Winning an 
election) 
 
Predictor 
 

 
Model (a)
  

 
Model (b) 
Includes 
Opponent 
Money 

 
Model (c) 
Includes 
Candidate 
Controls 

 
Model (d) 
Includes 
District 
Controls 

 
Model (a) 
  

 
Model (b) 
Includes 
Opponent 
Money 

 
Model (c) 
Includes 
Candidate 
Controls 

 
Model (d) 
Includes 
District 
Controls 

Log of candidate 
contributions 

.049*** 
(.001) 

.034*** 
(.002) 

.013*** 
(.001) 

.013*** 
(.001) 

.052*** 
(.001) 

.036*** 
(.002) 

.021*** 
(.002) 

.021*** 
(.002) 

 
Log of IEs 
against candidate 

 
-.008*** 
(.003) 

 
.008*** 
(.003) 

 
.001 
(.003) 

 
.001 
(.003) 

 
-.005* 
(.003) 

 
.013*** 
(.003) 

 
.008*** 
(.003) 

 
.008*** 
(.003) 

 
Log of opponent 
contributions 

  
-.059*** 
(.003) 

 
-.021*** 
(.003) 

 
-.021*** 
(.003) 

  
-.054*** 
(.003) 

 
-.025*** 
(.003) 

 
-.025*** 
(.003) 

 
Log of IEs 
against opponent 

  
-.004* 
(.002) 

 
-.001 
(.001) 

 
-.001 
(.001) 

  
-.010*** 
(.002) 

 
-.008*** 
(.002) 

 
-.008*** 
(.002) 

 
Incumbency 
advantage 

   
.562*** 
(.030) 

 
.563*** 
(.030) 

   
.537*** 
(.032) 

 
.537*** 
(.032) 

 
Constant 

 
-.083*** 
(.006) 

 
.789*** 
(.041) 

 
.263*** 
(.043) 

 
.249*** 
(.093) 
 

 
-.097*** 
(.007) 

 
.728*** 
(.044) 

 
.330*** 
(.045) 

 
.280* 
(.179) 
 

N 
 

1273 1273 1273 1273 1179 1177 1177 1177 

R2 .360 .495 .639 .639 
 

.389 .545 .690 .690 

Notes: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10. Calculations based on FEC and ACS data for candidates and districts. Standard 
errors reported in parentheses.  
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Table 8: Regression Results (Senate) 	  
 2010 2012 

Dependent 
Variable: 
Pr(Winning an 
election) 
 
Predictor 
 

 
 
Model (a)
  

 
 
Model (b) 
Includes 
Opponent 
Money 

 
 
Model (c) 
Includes 
Candidate 
Controls 

 
 
Model (d) 
Includes 
District 
Controls 

 
 
Model (a) 
  

 
 
Model (b) 
Includes 
Opponent 
Money 

 
 
Model (c) 
Includes 
Candidate 
Controls 

 
 
Model (d) 
Includes 
District 
Controls 

Log of candidate 
contributions 

.035*** 
(.005) 

.023*** 
(.004) 

.008*** 
(.003) 

.008*** 
(.003) 

.032*** 
(.006) 

.020*** 
(.006) 

.018*** 
(.005) 

.017*** 
(.005) 

 
Log of IEs 
against candidate 

 
-.001 
(.008) 

 
.012* 
(.007) 

 
.008 
(.006) 

 
.008 
(.006) 

 
.005 
(.008) 

 
.015** 
(.007) 

 
.020*** 
(.005) 

 
.021*** 
(.005) 

 
Log of opponent 
contributions 

  
-.068*** 
(.018) 

 
-.023 
(.017) 

 
-.024 
(.019) 

  
-.078*** 
(.027) 

 
-.041*** 
(.016) 

 
-.044** 
(.018) 

 
Log of IEs 
against opponent 

  
-.003 
(.005) 

 
.002 
(.004) 

 
.002 
(.004) 

  
-.002 
(.007) 

 
-.010** 
(.005) 

 
-.011** 
(.005) 

 
Incumbency 
advantage 

   
.592*** 
(.095) 

 
.588*** 
(.101) 

   
.484*** 
(.110) 

 
.481*** 
(.118) 

 
Constant 

 
-.074*** 
(.014) 

 
1.085*** 
(.261) 

 
.232 
(.261) 

 
.275 
(.278) 
 

 
-.097*** 
(.007) 

 
.728*** 
(.044) 

 
.330*** 
(.045) 

 
.280* 
(.179) 
 

N 
 

159 159 159 159 124 124 124 124 

R2 .318 .440 .626 .628 
 

.330 .438 .732 .734 

Notes: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10. Calculations based on FEC and ACS data for candidates and states. Standard errors 
reported in parentheses.  

 
 

The results are broken down by column, based on the controls included in each 

regression equation. Column (a) of each table presents the results for the basic spending and 

electoral outcomes model. Consistent with prior research, contributions to a candidate’s 

campaign are shown to have a significant but marginal effect on the probability of winning an 

election in House and Senate races for both 2010 and 2012 (Levitt 1994; Stratmann 2005). 

Independent expenditures spent against a particular candidate also have a statistically significant 

but even smaller effect on electoral outcomes in each model (with the exception of Senate races 

in 2010). In the basic model, independent expenditures have a negative effect, as expected – 
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more negative advertisements decrease a candidate’s probability of being elected. However, the 

effect of independent expenditures becomes positive when controls are added to the model. That 

is, outside money spent against a candidate increases that candidate’s probability of victory. If 

independent expenditures not logged in the model, the coefficient remains negative, as expected, 

but the results are no longer statistically significant (tables for these regression models are 

included in the Appendix). The constant in Column (a) is negative in each table of regression 

results, but becomes positive when controls are added to the model. The sign change on the 

constant suggests that there are omitted variables in the error term that are affecting regression 

results. I control for some of these omitted variables in subsequent models.  

Column (b) of Tables 7 and 8 reports results when controlling for the money spent by or 

on behalf of a candidate’s opponent. Outside groups must only name one candidate when 

reporting their spending efforts to the FEC, which ignores the reciprocal effects of spending on 

both sides of a race. That is, money spent against Candidate X will indirectly benefit his 

opponent, Candidate Y, and vice versa. Most organizations, particularly the official party 

committees, opt to spend their money against Candidate X rather than in support of Candidate Y, 

and report their spending to the FEC as such. The model in Column (a) ignores money spent 

against Candidate Y, which will also have an impact on Candidate X’s electoral outcome. 

Controlling for money spent on both sides of the race, as in Column (b), more accurately 

captures the multi-faceted dynamics of spending in elections. When adding these variables, 

spending stays significant in all four regressions. Candidate contributions continue to have a 

positive effect on electoral outcomes, although the effect decreases in magnitude. Contributions 

to an opponent’s campaign have an even stronger effect on a candidate’s chances of winning an 

election. In all four models, greater contributions to an opponent decrease the candidate’s 
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probability of victory by almost double the amount of an additional dollar in supportive 

contributions.  

For the model in Column (b), the effect of independent expenditures is more nuanced. 

Outside money spent against a candidate is expected to decrease that person’s chance of 

winning, as the results show in Column (a). When controlling for the opponent’s spending, 

however, these independent expenditures are shown to have a positive effect on electoral 

outcomes. For example, candidates in 2010 House elections improved their probability of victory 

by .008% for every 10 cents of independent expenditure against them. Accordingly, outside 

money spent against the candidate’s opponent – which should indirectly benefit the candidate in 

question – is actually shown to have a negative effect. Again, using the model for the 2010 

House elections, the probability of victory actually decreased by .001% for every 10 cents spent 

against an office-seeker’s opponent.  

The final two columns add candidate and district characteristics to the model. Column (c) 

includes party affiliation, gender, and incumbency status. Column (d) includes these three 

variables, as well as district population, PVI, and the average unemployment rate during the year 

of the election. Only control variables with significant results have been included in the tables 

above. Despite the addition of these independent variables, spending effects generally stay the 

same as in Column (b). The effect of candidate contributions further decreases, and contributions 

to an opponent’s campaign still have a larger impact on electoral outcomes. Independent 

expenditures continue to have a marginal effect. The difference in the magnitude of coefficients 

between Column (b) and Columns (c) and (d) is most likely the result of the inclusion of a 

candidate’s incumbency status. This variable is highly significant in all models, and has the 

greatest impact on a candidate’s chances of being elected. As expected, existing officeholders are 
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able to capitalize on a re-election advantage based on recognition among district voters.  In 

Columns (a) and (b), the coefficients on the spending variables are likely higher because of the 

omission of incumbency status. The coefficient on candidate contributions, in particular, soaks 

up some of the effect of incumbency. For example, incumbents are more likely to raise more 

money based on their prior name recognition and already have existing war chests of campaign 

funds (Glantz et al 1976; Jacobson 1978; Stratmann 2005). 

There seems to be no discernable difference between adding candidate characteristics and 

district characteristics to the model, as evidenced by the individual coefficients on the 

independent variables. In addition, the R2 stays the same for both House models and increases by 

only .002 between columns (c) and (d) for Senate races. Furthermore, results between Columns 

(c) and (d) in each table stay substantively equivalent, regardless of the inclusion of district 

characteristics such as population or PVI. This similarity could be due to other characteristics – 

either for candidates or for districts – that influence electoral outcomes that are not included in 

my model, such as intrinsic electability, or strength of an opponent.  

There are minor differences between the results for House and Senate races, particularly 

in statistical significance and the magnitude of coefficients. These differences can probably be 

attributed to sample size, as there are typically only 33 Senate races in a given election cycle, 

contrasted to 435 House races. Senate candidates also benefit from greater name recognition than 

most House candidates, since their races are statewide (Gerber 1998). Independent expenditures 

had a slightly larger impact for Senate candidates than House candidates in both years, most 

likely because of this same name recognition advantage.  

The results generally remain consistent between both election cycles in this study, but the 

magnitude of spending coefficients increased slightly in the 2012 races for both House and 



 28 

Senate. The effect of candidate contributions, for example, increased from .013 to .021 

percentage points for House races, and .008 to .017 for the Senate. The effect of independent 

expenditures also went from .001 to .008 percentage points for the House between 2010 and 

2012, and .008 to .021 for the Senate. One explanation for this increase could be that outside 

groups learned how to better target their independent expenditures between the 2010 and 2012 

elections, as more time passed since the Citizens United decision. It is also important to note that 

2012 was a Presidential election year, and that there was significantly more campaign spending 

in general. Of the nearly $6 billion in spending estimated for the 2012 election, House and 

Senate candidates combined to spend nearly $1.82 billion, a slight increase from $1.81 billion in 

the 2010 midterm cycle (CRP 2012). While this should not bias the results of the regression – as 

2010 and 2012 are analyzed separately – it does limit the comparisons that can be made between 

each set of models.   

Based on the initial regression results in Tables 7 and 8, I calculated the average effect on 

the probability of winning an election, using the mean and mode values for each independent 

variable. The results are provided in Table 9.  

 
Table 9: Probability of Victory 

Cycle Pr(Win) 

House 2010 .276 

           2012 .176 

Senate 2010 .370 

            2012 -.101 

         Source: Author’s own calculations based on FEC and ACS data. 

 
The predicted probability of winning an election for the “average” candidate – a male, 

Republican challenger – representing an average district, is calculated in comparison to a 
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candidate without all of these characteristics. In the 2010 House races, for example, a male 

Republican challenger was 27.6% more likely to win an election, relative to other types of 

candidates, based on the average amount of contributions and independent expenditures. These 

characteristics only decreased a candidate’s chances of winning in the 2012 Senate elections. 

This prediction holds to actual outcomes, since only two male Republican challengers won in 33 

Senate races that year.  

Following these initial results, I conducted several sensitivity tests to further analyze the 

effect of both types of campaign spending, as well as the effect of spending on different types of 

candidates. Tests for joint significance were conducted between candidate contributions and 

independent expenditures, to examine whether each type of money had a separate effect on the 

probability of winning. As provided in Table 10 below, the results show that contributions and 

independent expenditures each had a distinct effect for House races in both years, but not for 

Senate races.  

Table 10: Tests for Joint Significance  
 
Cycle F-Statistic Prob > F 

House 2010 10.73 0.0011*** 

           2012 12.39 0.0004*** 

Senate 2010 0.01 0.9145 

           2012 0.40 0.5276 

 Notes: Calculations based on FEC data for candidates. 

 
As with the magnitude of coefficients in Tables 7 and 8, the difference between House 

and Senate races is likely attributable to the difference in sample size. Fewer Senate races make 

it difficult to achieve meaningful results. It could also be that independent expenditures have a 

distinct effect at the district level, where voters are less likely to be familiar with candidates 
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without the help of additional spending. Because Senate candidates operate at the state level, 

more money from both the campaign and outside groups may have the same effect on electoral 

outcomes. At the district level, however, more outside spending could be a way to help 

distinguish candidates from one another, leading to a separate effect.  

 Unlike candidate contributions, the effect of outside money is unclear. Without controls, 

an additional dollar spent against a candidate marginally decreased his chance of victory in every 

model except the 2012 Senate races. However, once controls were added to account for 

differences in districts and candidates, more outside money spent against a candidate was 

actually shown to increase his probability of winning the election. One explanation for this 

discrepancy is that any press – even negative ads – could be good press for a political candidate 

(Finkel and Geer 1998). Simply having one’s name on the airwaves could increase voter 

recognition, even if the name is accompanied by a Super PAC attack ad.  

There could also be other factors affecting a candidate’s chances of winning – such as a 

gaffe by the opponent, a favorable endorsement, a natural disaster – that increases the amount of 

money spent against the candidate to counteract these other events. Without an adequate variable 

to capture these factors, their influence on electoral outcomes could be contained in the effect of 

independent expenditures. This is one reason why the sign on negative outside spending is 

positive in my results. Similarly, the sign on the variable for outside money spent against a 

candidate’s opponent is also negative, though more money against the other side should actually 

increase the candidate’s chances of winning. Larger amounts of contributions to an opponent 

decrease the candidate’s chance of victory, as expected, in all models.   

Proponents of Citizens United have argued that limitations on independent expenditures 

and other campaign finance restrictions further protect incumbents, who benefit from their 



 31 

elected status in fundraising efforts and name recognition. Following the Court’s 2010 decision, 

allowing unlimited independent expenditures should provide an additional boost for candidates 

who challenge existing officeholders. To analyze this difference, I broke down each subsample 

of races based on a candidate’s incumbency status. I have only provided results for House 

elections in 2010 and 2012, as the number of observations in the breakdowns for Senate elections 

is too small to provide accurate significance. Results are exhibited in Table 11 below, and show a 

slight shift from a model that pools incumbents and challengers together. 

 
Table 11: Results by Incumbency Status	  
Dependent Variable: 
Pr(Winning an election) 

House 2010 House 2012 

Predictor Incumbent Challenger Incumbent Challenger 
 

Log of candidate 
contributions 

.029 
(.033) 

.003** 
(.001) 

.039*** 
(.010) 

.014*** 
(.002) 

 
Log of independent 
expenditures spent against 
a candidate 

 
-.028*** 
(.005) 

 
.025*** 
(.003) 

 
-.010*** 
(.004) 

 
.026*** 
(.004) 
 

 
Log of opponent’s 
contributions 

 
.002 
(.002) 

 
-.086*** 
(.013) 

 
-.002* 
(.001) 

 
-.074*** 
(.014) 

 
Log of independent 
expenditures spent against 
opponent 

 
-.010*** 
(.006) 

 
.007*** 
(.002) 

 
-.019*** 
(.005) 

 
-.003* 
(.002) 

 
Constant 
 

 
.395 
(.484) 

 
1.188*** 
(.194) 
 

 
.640*** 
(.263) 

 
.828*** 
(.270) 

N 395 878 367 810 
 
R2 

 

 
.478 

 
.419 

 
.298 

 
.382 

Notes: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10. Calculations based on FEC and ACS data for candidates and 
districts. Standard errors reported in parentheses. 

 
 

Although the effect is marginal, campaign contributions are more likely to affect 

incumbents than challengers. As shown by the descriptive statistics provided in Table 1, and in 
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keeping with prior research, incumbents outspent challengers in 2010 and 2012 House races 

(Gerber 1998). Despite a larger campaign budget, incumbents had a smaller marginal return to 

their spending. Similar to Benoit and Marsh’s findings, incumbency has a clear campaign value, 

particularly through the ability to fundraise and rely on existing familiarity with voters (2008). 

Challengers are also more harmed by incumbent’s ability to raise money through contributions 

than vice versa, which shows that incumbents are able to capitalize on their known status with 

constituents to increase their contributions. 

The results in Table 11 further show that negative independent expenditures harm 

incumbents, whereas they help challengers – potentially by increasing name recognition among 

voters, even with a negative ad. The effect is especially stark in the 2010 House races, where an 

additional ten cents spent on independent expenditures reduced an incumbent’s probability of 

winning by .028%, but increased a challenger’s likelihood of victory by .025%. When broken 

down between incumbency status, independent expenditures are shown to help challengers more 

than contributions to the official campaign committee, though the effect is still marginal. 

Table 12 below calculates the probability of winning an election in each cycle by 

incumbency status, to further highlight the differences in spending effects for candidates based 

on this variable. As in Table 9, which provided the likelihood of victory for the four original 

models, results are calculated using the mean and mode values for each independent variable 

within their respective set of races.  
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Table 12: Probability of Victory by Incumbency Status 
 
Cycle Pr(Win) Average 

Contribution 
Average Independent 
Expenditures 

House 2010 
     Incumbent 
      

 
.963 

 
$1,501,129 

 
$194,892 

     Challenger 
 

.221 $330,364 $116,384 

House 2012 
     Incumbent 
 

 
.908 

 
$1,657,965 

 
$351,219 

     Challenger 
 

.087 $363,550 $184,977 

           Source: Author’s own calculations based on FEC and ACS data.  
 

 
The only changes made in the calculations for Table 12 were for incumbency status and 

the spending variables. Male Republican incumbents are compared to male Republican 

challengers. The average contribution and independent expenditures, based on incumbency 

status, are also provided. For both 2010 and 2012 House races, incumbents were more than 90% 

likely to win their race. Challengers, on the other hand, had a 22.1% chance of victory in 2010, 

and only 8.7% in 2012. 

There are stark differences in the average contributions to a candidate’s campaign based 

on their incumbency status, which were shown to have the strongest effect on the dependent 

variable in the regression results provided in Table 11. Even though incumbent candidates had 

more independent expenditures spent against them than their challengers, the impact is dwarfed 

by the difference in contributions and other factors giving them an incumbency advantage. If the 

purpose of utilizing independent expenditures is to level the playing field in challenging current 

officeholders, perhaps they must be used in greater amounts in order to have an effect on the 

incumbency advantage. However, the average amount of outside spending against a House 

incumbent increased from $194,852 to $351,219 between 2010 and 2012, an 80% increase in 

only a two year period. Despite this large change, the incumbent’s probability of victory 
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decreased from 96.3% to only 90.8%. A 90.8% probability of victory is still overwhelming, 

which suggests that an increase in outside spending is not enough to overcome the incumbency 

advantage on its own, and groups hoping to unseat incumbents will have to look for avenues 

other than simply more independent expenditures to increase their chances of victory.   

 
VII. CONCLUSION 

 
 The effect of campaign spending on electoral outcomes continues to generate substantial 

interest from both academics and policymakers. While much prior research has been done, the 

role of money in elections is still not fully understood. Citizens United opens up an entirely new 

channel for groups to spend on electoral races, without limits and with little regulation from the 

Federal Election Commission. Because the Supreme Court’s decision is still fairly recent, the 

effect of these independent expenditures on electoral outcomes has not been fully explored. Data 

from the 2010 and 2012 elections provides an opportunity for a preliminary empirical analysis.  

Consistent with prior research, I find that both forms of campaign spending – official 

contributions and spending from outside groups – have a marginal but positive effect on a 

candidate’s probability of winning. Campaign contributions, which are regulated and limited by 

the FEC, continue to be the dominant monetary channel, and have a larger impact on an 

individual’s likelihood of being elected. Though the average amount of independent expenditures 

spent against an individual nearly doubled between 2010 and 2012, it did not have a 

corresponding impact on the probability of victory. Rather than detracting from a candidate’s 

chances of winning, even negative independent expenditures were shown to have a positive 

effect. It could be that any ads are better than no ads, and that even an outside organization-

funded attack ad could help propel an otherwise unknown candidate into the minds of voters.  
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Incumbency status remains the most important determinant of future electoral success. 

Incumbents running for re-election had an advantage of nearly half a percentage point over 

challengers in the probability of getting elected in all four models. When broken down by 

incumbency status, spending effects are shown to be different for existing officeholders and 

candidates running against them. Campaign contributions are more important for incumbents 

than challengers, and the place where the incumbency advantage manifests itself most starkly. 

Current officeholders are able to rely on existing “war chests” of campaign funds as well as 

broader name recognition with constituents, which makes official fundraising much easier. By 

contrast, independent expenditures, when spent against a candidate, have a negative effect on the 

incumbent’s probability of getting elected but a positive effect for challengers. Again, it seems 

that even a negative ad is better for an underfunded challenger, who can capitalize on expanded 

recognition among voters. Regardless of this potential advantage, the effect does not translate 

strongly to a candidate’s overall probability of getting elected. Ultimately, money seems to be 

only a small part of the factors responsible for helping a candidate win a victory.  

Since Citizens United was such a recent decision, there are many opportunities for future 

studies to further examine the impact of independent expenditures. For example, there could be 

other factors related to both candidate and district characteristics that influence electoral 

outcomes. As my study relies on a cross-section of data from House and Senate districts in 2010 

and 2012, I am unable to control for these fixed effects across time, and the fact that certain 

districts will elect certain types of candidates. In particular, redistricting efforts make it difficult 

to accurately compare the same district over multiple years. A future study could use panel data 

across several election cycles to control for intrinsic differences between House districts, which 

would parse out some of the district and candidate effects and how they relate to spending and 
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electoral outcomes. Another study could also use an alternate method, such as 2SLS, to account 

for the simultaneous relationship between campaign spending and electoral outcomes.  

Despite only a small positive relationship between increased spending and voting results, 

there is still an impetus for further exploration of this subject. Even without dramatically 

changing results, the flood of money in politics since Citizens United changes how elections are 

run. Campaigns have become more expensive in even the last two years, and becoming a viable 

candidate requires an amount of starting capital that is out of the question for many potential 

challengers. Furthermore, many candidates – both incumbents and challengers – are scared about 

the prospect of an outside group spending heavily against them, which further deters good 

candidates from running. Simply the perception that money will buy electoral success is 

damaging to the political system, because it devalues the both the visibility and importance of 

small donors, grassroots organizing, and underfunded but competent candidates. Even if 

independent expenditures boost challengers by giving them a minimal amount of extra name 

recognition, candidates will be hesitant to get involved in races where they anticipate negative 

ads. Regardless of Citizens United’s effect on the outcomes of elections since 2010, the overall 

impact of more money in politics distances voters from candidates, and makes electoral success 

for all but the very wealthy seem like a pipe dream.  
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VIII. APPENDIX – SUPPLEMENTARY TABLES 
 
 

Table 12: House 2010 	   	   	   	  
Dependent Variable: 
Pr(Winning an election) 
 
Predictor 

Model (a) Model (b) 
Includes Money 
From Opponent 

Model (c) 
Includes 
Candidate 
Characteristics 
 

Model (d) 
Includes District 
Characteristics 

Candidate contributions 2.70e-07*** 
(3.87e-08) 

2.61e-07*** 
(3.49e-08) 

6.25e-08*** 
(1.90e-08) 

6.28e-08*** 
(1.92e-08) 

 
Independent expenditures 
spent against a candidate 

 
-1.34e-07*** 
(5.30e-08) 

 
-9.81e-08* 
(5.14e-08) 

 
-2.79e-08 
(4.33e-08) 

 
-2.88e-08 
(4.34e-08) 

 
Opponent’s contributions 

  
-6.97e-08*** 
(1.28e-08) 

 
-1.55e-08*** 
(5.25e-09) 

 
-1.53e-08*** 
(5.23e-09) 

 
Independent expenditures 
spent against opponent 

  
-3.58e-09 
(5.77e-08) 

 
4.02e-08 
(4.74e-08) 

 
3.91e-08 
(4.78e-08) 

 
Incumbency advantage 

   
.645*** 
(.030) 

 
.645*** 
(.030) 

 
Constant 

 
.173*** 
(.021) 

 
.280*** 
(.028) 

 
.058** 
(.027) 

 
.063*** 
(.089) 
 

N 
 

1273 1273 1273 1273 

R2 .279 .355 .624 .624 
     

Notes: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10. Calculations based on FEC and ACS data for candidates and 
districts. Standard errors reported in parentheses.  
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Table 13: House 2012 	   	   	   	  
Dependent Variable: 
Pr(Winning an election) 
 
Predictor 

Model (a) Model (b) 
Includes Money 
From Opponent 

Model (c) 
Includes 
Candidate 
Characteristics 
 

Model (d) 
Includes District 
Characteristics 

Candidate contributions 1.96e-07*** 
(5.72e-08) 

1.80e-07*** 
(5.16e-08) 

7.06e-08** 
(3.18e-08) 

7.07e-08** 
(3.18e-08) 

 
Independent expenditures 
spent against a candidate 

 
-7.09e-08** 
(3.51e-08) 

 
-1.58e-08 
(3.45e-08) 

 
-7.00e-09 
(2.57e-08) 

 
-7.57e-09 
(2.57e-08) 

 
Opponent’s contributions 

  
-1.27e-07*** 
(2.88e-08) 

 
-5.21e-08*** 
(1.72e-08) 

 
-5.19e-08*** 
(1.73e-08) 

 
Independent expenditures 
spent against opponent 

  
2.02e-08 
(5.58e-08) 

 
-1.15e-08 
(5.50e-08) 

 
-1.35e-08 
(5.53e-08) 

 
Incumbency advantage 

   
.653*** 
(.044) 

 
.653*** 
(.044) 

 
Constant 

 
.234*** 
(.035) 

 
.392*** 
(.051) 

 
.178** 
(.036) 

 
.192 
(.173) 
 

N 
 

1179 1177 1179 1179 

R2 .242 .383 .644 .644 
     

Notes: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10. Calculations based on FEC and ACS data for candidates and 
districts. Standard errors reported in parentheses.  
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Table 14: Senate 2010 	   	   	   	  
Dependent Variable: 
Pr(Winning an election) 
 
Predictor 

Model (a) Model (b) 
Includes Money 
From Opponent 

Model (c) 
Includes 
Candidate 
Characteristics 
 

Model (d) 
Includes District 
Characteristics 

Candidate contributions 5.32e-08*** 
(1.39e-08) 

5.02e-08*** 
(1.30e-08) 

2.05e-08* 
(1.08e-08) 

2.08e-08* 
(1.09e-08) 

 
Independent expenditures 
spent against a candidate 

 
-2.60e-08* 
(1.74e-08) 

 
-2.58e-08* 
(1.58e-08) 

 
-6.81e-09 
(1.53e-08) 

 
-6.93e-09 
(4.34e-08) 

 
Opponent’s contributions 

  
-1.12e-08*** 
(2.74e-09) 

 
-2.86e-09* 
(1.96e-09) 

 
-2.66e-09 
(1.40e-08) 

 
Independent expenditures 
spent against opponent 

  
2.25e-08 
(2.14e-08) 

 
3.03e-10 
(1.32e-08) 

 
2.40e-09 
(1.40e-08) 

 
Incumbency advantage 

   
.581*** 
(.095) 

 
.582*** 
(.095) 

 
Constant 

 
.010*** 
(.028) 

 
.226*** 
(.049) 

 
.058** 
(.027) 

 
-.011 
(.123) 
 

N 
 

159 159 159 159 

R2 .300 .373 .627 .627 
     

Notes: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10. Calculations based on FEC and ACS data for candidates and states. 
Standard errors reported in parentheses.  
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Table 15: Senate 2012 	   	   	   	  
Dependent Variable: 
Pr(Winning an election) 
 
Predictor 

Model (a) Model (b) 
Includes Money 
From Opponent 

Model (c) 
Includes 
Candidate 
Characteristics 
 

Model (d) 
Includes District 
Characteristics 

Candidate contributions 2.15e-08* 
(1.22e-08) 

2.07e-08* 
(1.23e-08) 

5.76e-09 
(7.31e-09) 

5.06e-09 
(7.48e-09) 

 
Independent expenditures 
spent against a candidate 

 
1.07e-08 
(1.16e-08) 

 
1.33e-08 
(1.19e-08) 

 
2.08e-08*** 
(7.74e-09) 

 
1.99e-08*** 
(7.64e-09) 

 
Opponent’s contributions 

  
-1.47e-09 
(1.42e-09) 

 
5.73e-11 
(1.17e-09) 

 
7.03e-11 
(1.18e-09) 

 
Independent expenditures 
spent against opponent 

  
-1.61e-08 
(1.44e-08) 

 
-1.28e-08 
(1.10e-08) 

 
-1.02e-08 
(1.30e-08) 

 
Incumbency advantage 

   
.753*** 
(.076) 

 
.764*** 
(.079) 

 
Constant 

 
.150*** 
(.037) 

 
.187*** 
(.050) 

 
.259** 
(.112) 

 
.444** 
(.185) 
 

N 
 

124 124 124 124 

R2 .194 .207 .627 .636 
     

Notes: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.10. Calculations based on FEC and ACS data for candidates and states.  
Standard errors reported in parentheses.  
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