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A Change Election 

 

David B. Magleby  

Brigham Young University 

 

 Change was the major theme of the 2008 election. The pool of serious presidential candidates 

in 2008 itself marked a change with a woman, an African American, a Mormon, and a 

septuagenarian all serious contenders. The absence of a sitting or former president or vice president 

seeking the office was a change from the past thirteen elections. And a major theme of this book is 

the change in the way the election was financed, including a surge in individual contributions to the 

candidates and political parties, the importance of the Internet in fundraising, and the demise of the 

presidential public financing system.   

 Change was featured as a single word on one of the more memorable Barack Obama 

campaign signs and was a recurrent theme in the Democratôs advertising, speeches, and debate 

remarks. The campaignôs frequent references to the ñfailed policies of George W. Bushò irritated 

John McCain, the GOP standard bearer. During the third presidential debate after Obama asserted 

that McCain was the same as Bush in terms of economic policy, McCain stated, ñI am not President 

Bush. If you wanted to run against President Bush, you should have run four years ago.ò
1
 McCain 

had a point. With neither George W. Bush nor Dick Cheney seeking office in 2008, the Obama 

campaign repeatedly focused on these leadersô foreign and domestic policies.  

 Try as McCain did to change the subject, the issue agenda in the 2007ï08 election centered 

on change. George W. Bush and his presidency provided the context for the election and were 

motivating factors for some who donated money to candidates and groups. As is typical of 

presidents, Bushôs popularity diminished over his two terms in office; unlike his predecessors, 

however, he hit an historic low of 29 percent approval by June 2007 and trended even further down 

from there (see figure 1-1).
2
  

  The Democrats successfully kept the campaign focused on George Bushôs unpopular policies 

at the congressional level as well in 2008. Advertising by the national party congressional campaign 

committees linked Republicans, even non-incumbents, to Bush and his policies. For example, in the 

New Hampshire U.S. Senate and First Congressional district race the Republican candidates faced 

the same challenge John McCain did in differentiating themselves from Bush. This pattern was also 

found in several other contests examined in the book. The resulting distance Republican candidates 

attempted to place between themselves and the sitting president was a far cry from the playbook the 

party had used in 2002 and 2004. 

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, provided a rallying point for Bush and helped 

Republicans take control of Congress in 2002 as the then-popular Bush busily stumped for GOP 

Congressional candidates across the country.
3
 The ñWar on Terrorò probably helped secure him a 

                                                 
1
 Andrew Malcolm, ñComplete Final Debate Transcript: John McCain and Barack Obama,ò Los Angeles 

Times, October 15, 2008.  
2
 Gallup, Inc., ñBush Approval,ò Gallup Poll, http://www.gallup.com/video/28096/Bush-Approval.aspx 

(accessed May 21, 2009).  
3
 David B. Magleby, ñExecutive Summary,ò in The Last Hurrah? Soft Money and Issue Advocacy in the 2002 
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second term in 2004 and continued GOP majorities in Congress as well.
4
 But by 2006, the out-of-

favor Iraq War and declining presidential approval helped the Democrats raise money and win 

narrow majorities in both houses of Congress.
5
 As is the norm, Democratic interest group teammates 

were active in 2006. They took the lead in exploiting various administration and congressional 

scandals and helped elect Democrats.
6
 These interest group teammates entered 2008 feeling it was 

their turn to win back the White House.  

 It was not surprising that Democrats wanted to make the 2008 election a referendum on 

Bush. The unpopular wars in Iraq and Afghanistan gave Obama a clear way to differentiate himself 

from Bush and McCain, and, in the nomination phase of the campaign, from Clinton. More than half 

of Democratic primary voters who said Iraq was the most important issue of the campaign favored 

Obama, while only 42 percent supported Clinton, a surprise to many who felt that foreign policy was 

Clintonôs strength.
7
 Obama, however, unlike Clinton, McCain, and Edwards, was alone in having to 

consistently oppose the war.
8
 His early and consistent opposition to the war in Iraq was very 

different from John Kerryôs equivocal position in 2004, when he was lampooned for saying, ñI 

actually did vote for the $87 billion [for the war] before I voted against it.ò
9
 In one sense then, 

change meant not only a change in national leadership, but a change from Bushôs increasingly 

unpopular policies. (See figure 1.1) 

 On September 15, 2008, the day investment bank Lehman Brothers declared bankruptcy; the 

focus of the election abruptly shifted primarily to the economy but did not alter the broad debate on 

the need for change. That same day, in a remark he would later regret, McCain said ñthe 

fundamentals of our economy are strong.ò
10

 That appeared not to be the case and reinforced the 

public perception that McCain and Congressional Republicans were not well equipped to deal with 

economic policy. The economic issues only reinforced negative public perception of Bush in the 

final weeks of the campaign, with more focus on his treasury secretary as manager of the crisis than 

on the president. Obama and Democratic congressional candidates used the issue to reinforce the 

case for new and different policies, more effective regulations, and to showcase Obama as a 

presidential figure who could calmly manage the crisis.
11

 By Election Day, the failing public view of 

                                                                                                                                                                   
Congressional Elections, ed. David B. Magleby and J. Quin Monson (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution 

Press, 2004), 7. 
4
 Katharine Q. Seelye, ñThe 2004 Elections: The Electorate, The Voters,ò The New York Times, November 4, 

2004, http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=990DE7D7173CF937A35752C1A9629C8B63&scp 

=14&sq=Bush%20%202004%20election%20War%20on%20Terror&st=cse (accessed March 11, 2009). 
5
 David B. Magleby and Kelly D. Patterson, The Battle For Congress: Iraq, Scandal, and Campaign Finance 

in the 2006 Election (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2007), 3ï12.  
6
 Ibid., 6ï8.  

7
 Jon Cohen, ñElection Trends in the 2008 Cycle,ò keynote address, Jack E. and Marilyn H. Roberts Family 

Post-Election Conference, Provo, UT, November 21, 2008.  
8
 Roger Simon, ñObama Beats Hillary Over Head with Iraq,ò Politico, January 31, 2008.  

9
 David Paul Kuhn, ñKerryôs Top Ten Flip Flops,ò CBS News, February 10, 2009.  

10
 Robert Barnes and Michael D. Shear, ñMcCain: Fundamentals of Economy are óStrongô but óThreatened,ôò 

Washington Post, September 15, 2008. 
11

 Media observer Evan Tracey commented that the 30-minute advertisement run by Obama late in the 

campaign presented the candidate as calm and ñpresidential.ò See Evan Tracey, telephone interview with 

David Magleby, May 20, 2009. 



    

  

8 

 

President Bush became the most telling sign of the campaignôs outcome. As Chuck Todd and 

Sheldon Gawiser observe, ñWith the single exception of Missouri, which barely went for McCain, 

Obama won every state where Bushôs approval rating was below 35 percent in the exit polls, and he 

lost every state where Bushôs approval rating was above 35 percent.ò
12

  

Following the tenor of the campaign, change will be a major theme of this volume. Another 

theme will be the reality that American electoral politics is now a ñteam sportò with the two sides 

consisting of general election candidates, party committees, and allied interest groups. The two 

teams share the common objective of electing their teamôs standard bearer and defeating the other 

partyôs nominee. The participants in this process raise and spend money to elect or defeat candidates, 

communicate with voters about the candidates, and work to mobilize voters to participate. 

 

The Presidential Election Contest: An Open Field in Both Parties 

 

The 2008 presidential election marked the first time in more than half a century when a 

sitting or former president or vice president was not on the ballot of one or both parties. Holding 

aside Senator Hilary Rodham Clinton, who benefited from former President Bill Clintonôs donor 

base,
13

 all other candidates entered the fray without the benefit of the national visibility and donor 

pool that comes from having been president or vice president. 

 The open-seat contest for the presidency meant that a wide array of candidates in both parties 

sought the nomination. Many of these candidates had path-breaking candidacies. In Senator Clinton 

the country had its most serious female candidate to date for the presidency. The gender barrier was 

also reduced on the Republican side when John McCain selected as his running mate Alaska 

Governor Sarah Palin, the first female Republican nominee for the vice presidency. (In 1984, Walter 

Mondale and the Democrats selected a female vice-presidential nominee, Representative Geraldine 

Ferraro of New York.) In Barack Obama the nation had its most serious African American candidate 

to seek the presidency. Former Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney was the most serious Mormon 

candidate to run for the White House, and his religion became an issue in Iowa and in other 

nomination contests. And John McCain, at 71, made history as the oldest candidate ever to secure 

the presidential nomination of a major political party.  

 

Democratic Presidential Nomination Goes to Overtime 

 

 There were many surprises along the way in 2008. One was the fact that the Democratic 

nomination contest went the distance and then some. Rarely do voters in nomination contests in 

April or May have a real say in who will be the partyôs nominee, but for the Democrats in 2008 all 

contests mattered. Indeed, there was no confirmed winner until credentials disputes involving the 

Florida and Michigan primaries were resolved and enough super delegates declared their support for 

Obama. We explore this in greater detail in the North Carolina case study in this volume.  

                                                 
12

 Chuck Todd and Sheldon Gawiser, How Barack Obama Won: A State-by-State Guide to the Historic 2008 

Presidential Election (New York: Vintage Book, 2009). 
13

 Daniel Nichanian, ñBill Clinton: Hillaryôs Rainmaker,ò Huffington Post, November 19, 2007. 
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 Another surprise was the success of a little-known junior senator from Illinois, Barack 

Obama, in mounting a serious national campaign against the much more established and better 

known Senator Hillary Clinton and former senator and vice presidential candidate John Edwards. 

Other Democrats who started the race with more experience in presidential politics than Obama 

included fellow U.S. Senators Joe Biden (Obamaôs eventual vice president pick) and Chris Dodd. 

 Obamaôs surprising victory in the Iowa caucuses became a harbinger of his success in later 

nomination and general election contests. He raised money in innovative ways from large and small 

donors a high priority and used events and victories along the way to build visibility and to continue 

pressing for more campaign contributions and volunteers. Another element of the Iowa caucus 

strategy that became common practice in the Obama campaign was his large number of local offices 

staffed mostly by volunteers. For example, in North Carolina the Obama campaign applied its Iowa 

caucus strategy to a late primary and then retained the model in the general election. As described 

later in this book, in North Carolina in the general election phase of the campaign Obama had 50 

field offices compared to McCainôs 30. This decentralized structure, focused on individual voter 

contact and tracking, was especially important in caucus states like Iowa and Texas. As blogger and 

strategic consultant Zach Exley reported, a program of three-day volunteer trainings was key: 

ñTrainees left the events organized into teams by congressional district, charged with building an 

organization that reached all the way down to the precinct level.ò
14

  

 Just as Obamaôs success in Iowa showcased his dynamic approach to fundraising and 

campaigning, so too Senator Clintonôs victory five days later in New Hampshire showed she was not 

to be counted outðand neither were her donors. In the ñClinton Memo on Iowa,ò the campaign 

mapped out their strategy to win: ñWe have the opportunity to change the focus of the campaign 

from a traditional process (Iowa first) to a campaign that favors us . . . we will focus the campaign 

on states that are beneficial to her strategy.ò
15

  

 Iowa and New Hampshire started what became the first truly national nomination battle in 

either party since Gerald Ford beat Ronald Reagan to secure the 1976 Republican nomination. 

Obama and Clinton would challenge and compete for each vote and delegate from Iowaôs January 3 

caucus until the June 3 primaries in Montana and South Dakota, the last in the country. In the end, 

Obama won 15 state primaries and, importantly, 13 state caucuses, demonstrating his strong 

organizing capacity, while Clinton won only one state caucus (Nevada) but displayed her own 

strengths by winning in 21 state primaries. 

 While taxing in time and energy, and seemingly endless to some voters, the protracted 

contest for the nomination helped Obama refine campaign skills and allowed him to build a national 

campaign organization that helped him in the general election. For example, Indiana and North 

Carolina , both states that George W. Bush had easily carried twice by double digit margins, became 

battlegrounds in the general election after Obamaôs extensive primary efforts. As Chuck Todd and 

Sheldon Gawiser observe: ñNorth Carolinaôs Democratic primary fell in May and it turned out to be 

one of Hillary Clintonôs two last stands (the other was Indiana). The Obama camp knew it would 

win North Carolina in the primary but it needed a big win. And that need meant the campaign went 

                                                 
14

 Zach Exley, ñObama Field Organizers Plot a Miracle,ò Huffington Post, August 27, 2007.  
15

 Mike Henry, ñClinton Campaign Memo on Iowa,ò New York Times, May 21, 2007.  
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overboard in its attempt to register new voters. The early organizational work in the primary paid 

real dividends in the general.ò
16

  

In contrast to Obama, McCain had taken North Carolina for granted. As documented in 

chapter 5 of this volume, Obama had 400 paid staff working the ground in North Carolina compared 

to 35 for McCain. Obama had a substantial advantage in television and McCain, unlike Obama, was 

silent on the radio. We explore the North Carolina general election in detail in chapter 5.  

  

Decided Early in the Game: Republican Presidential Nomination 

 

 The Republican nomination contests generally had lower levels of turnout and enthusiasm for 

candidates than did the Democratic caucuses or primaries. The early front-runner in Iowa was Mitt 

Romney, who lost the race to former Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee on the strength of a large 

turnout of evangelical Christians.
17

 McCain had been the early leader in the polls nationally and in 

raising and spending campaign money. In July 2007, however, the campaign admitted it was in ña 

political and financial crisis.ò
18

 

McCainôs initial approach in 2008 was a departure from his leaner, publicly financed 2000 

campaign. In 2008 his approach was more like Bushôs in 2000: During the nomination phase 

McCain bypassed federal matching funds and the spending limits that come with them, and built a 

larger and more expensive organization than he had in 2000. When his campaign fell on hard 

financial times, he reversed himself, applying for a bank loan and saying he would be willing to 

ñreapply in the future for federal matching funds, and would agree to use the FEC certifications for 

those funds as collateral.ò19 McCain won New Hampshire then South Carolina and Florida, and on 

Super-Tuesday he had victories in Arizona, California, Connecticut, Delaware, Illinois, Missouri, 

New Jersey, New York, and Oklahoma, without the matching funds. By early March he had secured 

the nomination.20  

Interest group opposition to McCain in 2008 was minimal in comparison to their opposition 

during his 2000 campaign, when non-candidate campaign groups were especially harsh in their 

criticism of him. Pro-life, conservative Christian, and tobacco groups attacked McCain during the 

2000 South Carolina primary; in addition, Republicans for Clean Air, a front group funded by a 

Texas billionaire supporter of George W. Bush, criticized McCainôs environmental record to sway 

the voters in California, Ohio, and New York primaries.21 By contrast, the 2008 nomination had 

                                                 
16

 Todd and Gawiser, How Barack Obama Won, 84.  
17

 Zev Chafets, ñThe Huckabee Factor,ò New York Times, December 12, 2007. 
18

 Carl Hulse and Adam Nagourney, ñShort on Money, McCain Campaign Dismisses Dozens,ò New York 

Times, July 3, 2007.  
19

 Matthew Mosk, ñMcCain Got Loan by Pledging to Seek Federal Funds,ò Washington Post, February 16, 

2008, A10. 
20

 Election 2008, ñPrimary Season Election Results,ò New York Times, February 9, 2009. 
21

 David B. Magleby, Financing the 2000 Election (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 

2002), 10. 66. For a period of three days it was a mystery who Republicans for Clean Air was. In 

fact the group was funded by Sam Wyly, a Texan billionaire with connections to candidate George 

W. Bush. 
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fewer groups attacking particular candidates in both the primaries and general electionsðeven with 

a 2007 Supreme Court ruling making candidate-specific issue ads again permissible.22 As discussed 

in greater detail in chapter 3, FEC fines to groups after the 2004 election cycle, and the beginnings of 

a global recession may have had something to do with groupsô lesser presence in 2008.  

 Having secured the nomination early, McCainôs campaign faced the challenge of keeping 

their candidate visible while the Democrats continued to generate news coverage with their 

protracted nomination battle. With the Democratic convention coming first, McCain also needed to 

find a way to shift the focus to his candidacy. His surprise selection of Alaska Governor Sarah Palin 

as his running mate the day after Obamaôs acceptance speech served that purpose. It also energized 

the Republican base, as evidenced by fundraising and by the crowd size and enthusiasm at campaign 

events. According to Chuck Cunningham, director of federal affairs at the National Rifle 

Association, ñIf it were not for McCain picking Palin . . . there would have been no enthusiasm 

whatsoever from the party base.ò
23

  

Palin not only helped motivate donors to give to the RNC (and indirectly the McCain/Palin 

candidacy) but also to Barack Obama, according to Joe Rospars, who directed new media for the 

Obama campaign. Rospars described donor activity among Democrats the night of Palinôs 

acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention: 

When she questioned Obamaôs qualifications for office as limited to being only a 

community organizer the Obama campaign saw a spike in on-line donation. é The 

first line of the email to supporters or staff from David Plouffe was óI was not 

planning on writing to you tonight but I cannot believe what I just sawô and outlined 

what had happened Rospars reported that the Obama Campaign received ñabout $12 

millionò over the 24 hours after Palinôs acceptance speech, the largest amount in any 

single day of the campaign.
 24

 

 In a change from the 2004 election, John McCainôs campaign ñrelied more on part-time workers, 

paying them $12 an hour to canvass voters,ò
25

 according to scholar Dennis Johnson and in the final 

stage of the campaign relied more on robo-calls rather than live calls from volunteers for voter 

contacting. Another marker of the enthusiasm gap is the publicôs response to a question about how 

enthusiastic they were about their candidate. In late August, 52 percent of people saying they would 

vote for Obama said they were very enthusiastic about their candidate, compared to 28 percent for 

McCain, resulting in a gap of 24 percentage points. After McCain selected Palin as his running mate 

the gap narrowed to 18 percent with 46 percent of McCain voters saying they were very enthusiastic 

about his candidacy compared to 64 percent being very enthusiastic about Obama.
26

  

  

                                                 
22

 Federal Election Commission v. Wisconsin Right to Life, Inc 551 US 449 (2007).  
23

 Chuck Cunningham, director of federal affairs, National Rifle Association, interview by David Magleby, 

Washington, DC, November 13, 2008.  
24

 Joe Rospars, Obama for America New Media Director, telephone interview by David Magleby, January 28, 

2009; for a lower estimate of the money raised in that period see, Ben Smith, ñPalin Raises $8 Million ï For 

Obama,ò Politico, September 4, 2008 
25

 Dennis Johnson, An Election Like No Other (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2009), 20. 
26

 Jon Cohen, ñElection Trends in the 2008 Cycle.ò  
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Change and the 2008 Congressional Elections 

 

 Declining presidential approval scores, unpopular wars, and expanding economic problems 

were also important in the 2008 congressional elections. In 2002 and 2004, Republicans had 

successfully focused on the need for greater national security and they and their interest group allies 

had put the Democrats on the defensive on that issue.
27

 In 2006, the security issue had lost traction 

for Republican candidates, and Democrats picked up six seats in the Senate, returning by the 

narrowest of margins to majority control while also winning back control of the House of 

Representatives for the first time since 1994. Their 2006 victories gave Democrats hope that they 

could expand their majorities in 2008 and perhaps achieve the 60 Senate seats needed to stop 

filibusters. 

 One indication of the negative mood for Republicans in 2007ï08 was the much higher rate of 

retirements among their incumbents than among Democrats. When a party loses power, incumbents 

in subsequent election cycles are less likely to run for reelection, in part due to the loss of power that 

comes with being in the minority. In 2008, of the five sitting U.S. senators who decided to retire, all 

five were Republicans, including Pete Domenici of New Mexico, Wayne Allard of Colorado, John 

Warner of Virginia, Larry Craig of Idaho, and Chuck Hagel of Nebraska. Democrats won three of 

these contests: New Mexico, Colorado, and Virginia. Democratic incumbents running for the Senate 

were all reelected, while in contrast, four sitting Republican senators were defeated (Elizabeth Dole 

of North Carolina, John Sununu of New Hampshire, Gordon Smith of Oregon, and Ted Stevens of 

Alaska), with the outcome of the race in Minnesota not yet decided (as of May 2009). Among 

members deciding to retire in the House of Representatives, 23 of 26 were Republicans; overall, nine 

Republican seats shifted to Democrats, while no Democratic seat shifted to Republicans.  

 Earlier in the decade Republicans had used substantial fundraising, a large voter mobilization 

effort, and concerns about national security to help congressional Republicans.
28

 In competitive 

contests they had also sought to raise concerns about a Senate headed by Nevada Senator Harry Reid 

and a House of Representatives headed by California Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi. By 2006, those 

tactics were no longer successful. As progressive consultant Michael Lux describes 2006: 

At the beginning of the cycle there was a real strong sense among the punditry . . . 

that there was no way in hell that the Democrats could win the House or the Senate. 

That there was too much, as Rove likes to call it, structural advantage. I think what 

helped to change that wasnôt only Republican screw-ups, and obviously they had a lot 

of them between Social Security and Katrina and Iraq, and just sort of the general 

wave of corruption. They gave themselves huge problems. But I think what created 

                                                 
27

 David B. Magleby, ñOutside Money in the 2002 Congressional Elections,ò in Magleby and Monson, eds., 

Last Hurrah? (Brookings, 2004); see also Dancing without Partners: How Candidates, Parties and Interest 

Groups Interact in New Campaign Finance Environment, ed. David B. Magleby, J. Quin Monson, and Kelly 

D. Patterson (Provo, UT: Center for the Study of Elections and Democracy, 2005); Electing Congress: New 

Rules for an Old Game, ed. David B. Magleby, J. Quin Monson, and Kelly D. Patterson (Upper Saddle River, 

NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall). 
28

 David B. Magleby, ñOutside Money in 2002,ò 24ï25. 
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the wave was only partly that . . . There were some very thoughtful and strategic 

discussions created to help advance on what can we do to increase the wave.
29

 

  Ironically, even though Democrats had won control of both houses of Congress in 2006, it 

was the Democrats running for Congress in 2008 who more successfully used the change theme. 

This was due in part to the fact that in most competitive Senate and House races it was Republican 

incumbents who were on the defensive against Democratic challengers. Case studies in this volume 

that illustrate this include Ohioôs First Congressional District where Republican incumbent Steve 

Chabot was defeated by Democrat Steve Driehaus and Coloradoôs Fourth Congressional District 

where Republican Incumbent Marilyn Musgrave was defeated by Democrat Betsy Markey. Because 

there were more GOP than Democratic retirements in 2007ï08, the Democrats could again run on 

the need for change in party representation for their district in Congress. Examples in this volume 

include the Fifteenth Congressional District in Ohio, where Democrat Mary Jo Kilroy narrowly 

defeated Republican Steve Stivers for the seat previously held by Republican Deborah Pryce; and 

the First Congressional District of New Mexico, where Democrat Martin Heinrich defeated 

Republican Darren White in a seat that had been held by Republican Heather Wilson. 

It is not unusual in presidential elections for the focus to be primarily on the top of the ticket, 

but in 2008 that was especially the case. On the Democratic side in 2008 there was more consistency 

in messaging among the congressional and presidential levels, especially after the economy issue 

took center stage, making the need for change a simple and easily communicated reason to vote 

Democratic.    

The Democrats also played ñteam ballò on voter registration and mobilizationðeven more 

than they did in 2004, which had far more interest group coordination than in prior election cycles.
30

 

What was different about 2008 for the Democrats was a presidential candidate who had ample 

resources with which to mount his own voter registration and mobilization effort and who applied a 

broad array of innovative technologies as targeting tools to identify, persuade, and turn out voters 

likely to vote for him. Regarding turning out the early vote, Jon Carson of the Obama campaign 

noted that the campaign ñknew exactly who had and who hadnôt voted already.ò Carson believed 

ñwhen youôre talking about early vote to a community thatôs incredibly motivated to vote for your 

candidate,ò the voters just needed to know where to go.
31

 As the case studies in this volume 

demonstrate, the Obama campaignôs large number of field offices, paid staff and volunteers also 

benefitted the entire ticket in competitive states. 

 

Changes in Campaign Finance and Electioneering Since 1996 

 

 To put the 2008 election in context we need to begin with 1996. The 1996 election marked a 

turning point in the way campaigns were financed and conducted. Between 1976 and 1994, the ways 

money was raised and spent in campaigns were quite stable. The legal regime was the Federal 

                                                 
29

 David B. Magleby and Kelly D. Patterson, ñWar Games: Issues and Campaign Finance in the Battle for 

Control of Congress,ò in The Battle for Congress: Iraq, Scandal, and Campaign Finance in the 2006 

Election, ed. David B. Magleby and Kelly D. Patterson (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2008), 13. 
30

 Magleby, Monson, and Patterson, eds., Dancing without Partners (CSED, 2005), 28; Electing Congress. 
31

 Jon Carson, Obama Campaign, telephone interview by David Magleby, February 3, 2009. 
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Election Campaign Act (FECA) as amended in 1974 after Watergate. During these two decades of 

stability, presidential candidates operated within FECAôs public financing system. Political action 

committees (PACs) were the major means through which interest groups participated, and by giving 

largely to congressional incumbents, PACs reinforced incumbent advantages.
32

 Moreover, groups 

and party committees generally operated within the limits and intent of FECA.   

FECA specified the amounts of money candidates, party committees, and interest groups 

could raise from individuals and groups. Due to the difficulty in raising this money and the limits on 

it, this money came to be known as ñhard money.ò In 1979 FECA was amended and interpreted by 

the Federal Election Commission (FEC) to allow political parties to raise unlimited funds from 

individuals and groups, including corporations and unions giving from their general treasuries, for 

generic party building advertising and activities.
33

 Between 1980 and 1996, such party building 

spending included voter registration and get-out-the-vote (GOTV) efforts and generic ñVote 

Republicanò or ñVote Democraticò appeals. Because this money was easier to raise, it became 

known as ñsoft money.ò  

 

Party Soft Money, 1996ï2002 

 

In 1996, candidates and party committees placed an even greater emphasis on raising and 

spending soft money than they had in the past. The most visible example of this was President Bill 

Clinton, who hosted White House coffees and overnight stays in the White House Lincoln Bedroom 

for large soft money donors.
34

 Starting with the Democratic National Committee (DNC) on behalf of 

the Clinton/Gore campaign in 1996 and soon also used by the Republican National Committee 

(RNC) on behalf of the Dole/Kemp campaign and other party committees in 1996, soft money was 

used in candidate-specific ways. Party spending capacity dramatically increased: In the 2000 and 

again in the 2002 elections, both major partiesô national committees combined to raise and spend 

over $500 million in soft money. The soft money did not affect all campaigns equally; soft money 

was largely spent in the most competitive races. Much of the money was spent on broadcast 

advertising, but both parties mounted large-scale voter identification and mobilization efforts, 

relying mainly on direct mail and telephone contacts that were funded in part, through soft money 

donations.
 35

  

 

Issue Advocacy by Groups 

 

In addition to candidates and party committees any examination of money in federal 

elections must include interest groups. As in the past, groups invest in elections by making direct 
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contributions to candidates and by spending on behalf of candidates through independent 

expenditures and other means. Membership groups have an advantage of being able to also 

communicate with their members about the candidates and parties.  

The 1996 election marked a turning point in a second way: electioneering masked as ñissue 

advocacy.ò A strategy initiated by the Christian Coalition in the 1994 cycle, issue advocacy became 

a method for spending undisclosed and unlimited amounts of money on advertising to defeat or elect 

particular candidates.
36

 In other words, interest groups ran expensive issue ads (not prohibited under 

FECA) to send an electioneering message (expressly prohibited). Justification was based on a 

footnote in the landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision on FECA, Buckley v. Valeo. In that decision 

the court ruled that FECA restrictions applied to electioneering communications but not issue 

advocacy. A footnote in the opinion defined electioneering as ñcommunications containing express 

words of advocacy of election or defeat, such as óvote for,ô óelect,ô ósupport,ô ócast your ballot for,ô 

óSmith for Congress,ô óvote against,ô ódefeat,ô óreject.ôò
37

 Communications lacking these ñmagic 

wordsòðeven when obviously supporting a certain candidateðwere considered permissible as issue 

advocacy. Because by definition they fell outside the scope of FECA, they were not subject to 

regulation by the FEC, meaning there was no disclosure as to source of funds, composition of the 

group, or expenditure.  

The American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) 

took the lead in candidate-specific issue ads in 1996, spending over $35 million with most of the 

money targeted to defeat freshmen Republicans in the House of Representatives.
38

 Groups aligned 

with Republicans, including TRIAD, Coalition for Our Childrenôs Future, Citizens for Reform, and 

the Christian Coalition, quickly followed suit, supporting Republican candidates in 29 House and 

Senate races with televised ads costing an estimated $3 million.
39

 When the FEC did not limit this 

activity following the 1996 election, the era of more intense party soft money and group issue 

advocacy electioneering had dawned.  

In competitive races during the 1998, 2000, and 2002 election cycles, spending on 

electioneering expenses from party soft money and group issue advocacy in competitive contests 

approximately equaled the spending by the candidates.
40

 Communications funded through soft 

money and issue advocacy were in many ways indistinguishable from candidate-sponsored ads, with 

voters perceiving issue ads as candidate ads most of the time.
41

 We examine the spending by groups, 

parties, and candidates in chapter 3. 
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In 2004, even after the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA) of 2002 had attempted to 

reform the way groups could raise and spend money on electioneering, outside groups were 

important in defining candidates both negatively and positively. On the negative side, a group 

naming itself Swift Boat Veterans for Truth ran ads and sent mail questioning John Kerryôs heroism 

and patriotism. Kerry waited two weeks to respond and by then serious damage had been done to his 

candidacy.
42

 In the same election, a group named Progress for America ran ads praising George 

Bush for his efforts to protect America. In ways that the campaign could not have communicated 

without appearing overly self-serving, the group ran an ad titled ñAshleyôs Storyò that gave voters 

positive symbols and messages about the incumbent Republican president. These groups and many 

others organized under section 527 of the Internal Revenue Service code, placing themselves 

partially outside BCRAôs limits.  

 The 2008 presidential election marked a change from recent presidential elections in that 

there was much less spending by Section 527 groups, while spending by Section 501(c) groups rose 

substantially. Interest groups also gave much more in PAC contributions in 2008 than they did in 

2004. We discuss group spending in greater detail in chapter 3. Some ads that mimicked techniques 

of Swift Boat Veterans for Truth arose in the campaign on topics like Obamaôs connection to 

William Ayers, a college professor who founded the radical left Weather Underground Organization 

that bombed public buildings in opposition to the Vietnam War. Ads also appeared on Obamaôs 

connection to his former pastor, Jeremiah Wright whose extreme public language about the United 

States had been well publicized by the media. Both McCain and Obama made clear their desire that 

groups stay out of the presidential race, at least in mounting attack ads. Groups continued to actively 

communicate with voters through the mail, on the phone, at the workplace and in person. Groups 

mounted more visible advertising campaigns in competitive House and Senate races in patterns 

similar to those of recent election cycles. 

 

BCRA and the 2008 Regulatory Environment 

 

Widespread criticism of candidatesô raising unlimited soft money and innocuous groups 

mounting attack ñissue adsò led to the most important change in the regulation of money and politics 

since the post-Watergate reforms of 1974: the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002. BCRA 

banned party soft money in most forms, forcing parties to rely on hard money.  

BCRA provided a new definition of what constituted an electioneering communication: ñany 

broadcast, cable, or satellite communication that refers to a candidate for federal office and that is 

broadcast within thirty days of a federal primary election or sixty days of a federal general election 

in the jurisdiction in which that candidate is running for office.ò
43

 BCRA also changed the rules for 

candidates running against self-financed candidates spending more than $350,000 of their own 

money in a House campaign and, in a Senate campaign, above a threshold determined according to 

the stateôs population. Under the amendment, individuals contributing to the campaign of the non-

self-financed candidate had a higher contribution limit, and under certain conditions the political 
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party committees could make unlimited coordinated party expenditures on behalf of the candidate 

running against the heavily self-financed candidate, a provision sometimes called the Millionairesô 

Amendment. 

Since BCRAôs passage in 2002 there have been important court cases to define its 

constitutionality and administrative procedures to define many of its provisionsðincluding some 

important changes leading up to the 2008 elections. The BCRA issue advocacy provisions were 

modified by a Supreme Court decision in 2007. In Wisconsin Right to Life v. FEC, the court ruled 

that banning issue ads in the month preceding the primary and the two months preceding the general 

elections was unconstitutional. The court argued that those limitations on ads were a violation of free 

speech, but upheld the earlier McConnell v. FEC ruling that Congress could regulate ads with 

electioneering-only messages in the few months preceding federal elections. Thus, issue advertising 

could again mention candidates in 2007ï08. Chief Justice John Robertsôs opinion provided yet 

another definition of electioneering: when a broadcast, cable, or satellite ad is ñsusceptible of no 

reasonable interpretation other than as an appeal to vote for or against a specific candidate.ò
44

 

However, the most important provision of BCRA, the party soft money ban, remains in place and, as 

we discuss in this book, has not led to the demise of the political parties.  

In another 5-4 decision about BCRA, Davis v. FEC, the U.S. Supreme Court eliminated the 

Millionairesô Amendment. Jack Davis, a three-time candidate for New Yorkôs 26
th
 Congressional 

District seat and wealthy businessman, brought the suit against the Federal Election Commission. 

The Supreme Court ruled in favor of Davis and declared this provision an unconstitutional violation 

of first amendment rights.
45

 

The Federal Election Commission is charged with drafting regulations to implement new 

legislation like BCRA. Their efforts have been subject to litigation brought by the two principal 

sponsors of the House version of BCRA, Representative Christopher Shays (R-CT) and 

Representative Martin Meehan (D-MA).
46

 One of several disputed regulations has to do with what 

constitutes coordination between a candidate and interest groups operating in the campaign.
47

 While 

the FEC regulations have not done well in court in the past, for much of the 2008 presidential 

nomination period (January through June, 2008) the FEC played little role in rulemaking 

whatsoever. Due to partisan gridlock between Congress and the president over the appointment of 

commissioners, the commission operated with only two of six membersðtoo few to function. But 

FEC actions after the 2004 election cycle influenced individuals and groups in 2007ï08. The FEC 

issued rulings about Section 527 groups and imposed fines on Swift Boat Veterans and POWs for 

Truth, MoveOn.orgôs Voter Fund, the League of Conservation Voters Fund, and America Coming 

Together (ACT).
48

 These fines may have had a chilling effect on individuals contributing to Section 
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527 groups in 2008. As Bob Bauer, legal counsel to the Obama campaign, said, ñThere is no 

question. What the FEC did in 2004 and more specifically how they wrapped up those cases with 

League of Conservation Voters, Progress for America and others did have an effectò on donors to 

such groups in 2008.
49

   

One group activity, compiling large-scale voter files, was substantially augmented in 2008 by 

a Democratic-leaning group. One of the most important possessions of any campaign is its voter file. 

Historically, the Republican National Committee led the way in assembling lists of Republican 

voters and donors, while left-leaning interest groups and others kept their membership lists to 

themselves. But as an extension of the massive voter registration efforts of America Coming 

Together (ACT) in 2004, an effort that reflected the principle of electoral politics as team sport,
50

 

Democratic Party regular and Hillary Clinton supporter Harold Ickes started a limited liability 

corporation with the purpose of building a data file on voters with political and consumer 

information on more than 220 million U.S. citizens to rival the Republicans sophisticated ñVoter 

Vaultò file.
 51

 The corporation included an array of individuals and groups, many of whom were part 

of the 2004 America Coming Together (ACT) effort. The Catalist file allowed groups to share some 

information while not sharing other information. Catalist also encouraged and facilitated the 

sophisticated modeling of the data to allow more precise targeting of voter persuasion and 

mobilization efforts. As a new entity, Catalistôs activities have not been scrutinized by the FEC nor 

yet challenged in court. We discuss Catalist in greater detail in chapters 3 and 4. 

 In chapter 4 we explore changes in voter registration and mobilization in 2008. Democrats 

through the 2000 election were perceived to have the better ground game in identifying voters, 

getting them registered, and turning them out. Republicans in 2002 and 2004 invested heavily in 

matching and exceeding the Democrats and their allies (especially unions) in this area. In 2004 

Democratic allied groups largely managed voter registration and mobilization through a 527 

organization named America Coming Together (ACT).
52

 In 2008, the Obama campaign expanded 

the voter rolls by about 12 million voters in a dozen key statesðOhio, Florida, Georgia, North 

Carolina, Virginia, Indiana, Missouri, Colorado, Iowa, Nevada, New Mexico, and Pennsylvania. 

Their new names made it into the Obama and Catalist databases.  

 

Change in Campaign Finance 

 

Under BCRA, individuals in 2008 could give a maximum of $2,300 to a candidate for the 

nomination phase and the same amount during the general election, for an aggregate limit of $4,600. 

An individualôs aggregate contribution limit in 2008 under BCRA rose to $108,200, more than 

double the old FECA limits. Within this individual aggregate limit an individual could give $42,700 
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per two year election cycle to candidates. If donors wanted to ñmax outò in 2007ï08 they would 

have had to give the remainder of their funds to party committees or PACs. Under BCRA, political 

action committee contribution limits were not raised as they were for individuals, nor were they 

indexed for inflation. Each PAC may contribute up to $10,000 to any candidate in an election 

cycleð$5,000 for the primary and $5,000 for the general election.
53

  

Prior to the court and FEC rulings on BCRA, there was widespread speculation about what, 

if any, impact BCRA would have on the ability of candidates, political parties, and interest groups to 

finance their activities. One school of thought was that BCRA would severely damage the political 

partiesô ability to remain important in electoral politics.
54

 For example, when BCRA was first being 

challenged in court, University of Virginia political scientist Sidney Milkis said, ñthe sudden and 

dramatic loss of funds on so large a scale will necessarily cause a pronounced reduction of party 

operations.ò
55

 Others argued that candidates and parties would successfully adapt to the new rules by 

raising more hard money, which BCRA encouraged with its higher aggregate contributions limits 

indexed to inflation.
56

 In ways that likely exceed even the reformersô most optimistic expectations, 

hard money contributions have surged in 2004 and 2006 and overall they grew again in 2008. 

Candidates and party committees in the aggregate have directed their efforts to raising hard money. 

For some candidates in 2008 there was also an increase in the number of individuals contributing 

relatively small amounts of money, totaling $200 or less per contributor (per candidate and election 

cycle). 

The 2008 election was about change in other aspects of campaign finance as well. As we 

demonstrate in this book, the way candidates like Ron Paul and Barack Obama funded their 

campaigns was a change from the way major candidates of the past have raised money. The Obama 

campaign utilized the Internet not only for fundraising but also to communicate targeted messages to 

potential supporters. The Obama Online Operation, or ñTriple O,ò numbered about 30 staff 

employees
57

 and had strong support from the candidate and senior campaign staff.
58

 Among the 

ways the campaign technology was text messaging, tapping into social networks, an innovative 

personalized web site named My Barack Obama, and voter mobilization reminders (with 

information on polling place, location, and times) for caucuses, primaries, early voting, and Election 

Day.  

Some candidates and groups had relied on small contributions and the Internet to raise money 

in the past. The Howard Dean campaign in 2004, MoveOn in 2004 and 2006, and even John McCain 

to a lesser extent in 2000 had introduced some of these techniques. But the Obama campaign in 2008 
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took these approaches to new levels and achieved a strategic advantage in fundraising that was 

important to victory. As we will see, the use of these approaches is not limited to Obama. Ron Paulôs 

campaign on a smaller scale saw similar success and outside groups like ActBlue helped raise $60 

million for Democratic Senate and House candidates in 2008.
59

  

 Barack Obamaôs decision to finance his campaign entirely from money he raised, turning 

down the public grant that all other general election candidates since Watergate have accepted 

marked another change in 2008. Early on, Obama had committed to accept public funding for the 

general election, adding risks to his later decision.
 
Would voters punish him for reversing himself on 

this issue? Should his supporters, who would generally be expected to be more supportive of public 

financing of elections, see this as a departure from core principles? Would donors continue to donate 

to his campaign in sufficient amountsðsuch that he would exceed what he could get if he stopped 

raising money for himself, accepted public financing, and directed donors to give to his party, 

instead? Would spending time raising money in the last two months of the campaign distract him 

from more important campaign functions?   

Whatever risk Obama ran by reversing himself on accepting public financing was low 

compared to the potential strategic advantages that came with his financial juggernaut.
 60

 Obamaôs 

resource advantage was so substantial that he could compete in ways and in places other candidates 

in recent memory had not. The money advantage changed the strategic calculus of the election by 

allowing Obama to compete in states like North Carolina, Virginia, and Indiana, where absent the 

money advantage Obama would likely have conceded. Expanding the battlefield meant McCainôs 

campaign faced tradeoffs Obamaôs did not. McCain could not seriously contest Ohio, Pennsylvania, 

and Florida and at the same time defend states he should have easily won (like North Carolina, 

Indiana, and Virginia). The money advantage also meant that Obama could afford to have an 

aggressive air game on television and radio while also mounting the largest-scale ground game of 

volunteers and field offices in modern American history.
61

 Both the ground and air games are 

expensive, and campaigns often must choose to do less of one if they do more of the other. Obama 

could afford to do both.     

  

Public Financing for Presidential Elections 

 

Public financing of presidential elections was one part of FECA that had operated largely 

unchanged from its inception in 1976 until the 2008 election cycle. FECA provided for a system of 

partial matching funds for presidential candidates in the nomination phase with state-by-state 

spending limits for those who accepted the public matching funds. Candidates opted to accept public 

matching funds, with a few exceptions: Steve Forbes in 1996 and 2000, John Connally in 1980, and 

George W. Bush in 2000. In 2008 McCain, Romney, Huckabee, Obama, and Clinton all declined to 
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accept matching funds and their state-by-state spending limits. McCain equivocated on accepting 

matching funds in 2008 with the FEC eventually ruling he was free to reverse himself. The FEC vote 

to approve McCainôs withdrawal of his application for matching funds, which he submitted February 

6 after sweeping the Super Tuesday contests, could not occur with only two of the six 

commissioners serving. Finally, on June 24, the Senate confirmed the new commissioners, and they 

voted on August 21 to grant McCainôs request that he not be required to accept matching funds and 

their related spending limits. The delay did not hamper the McCain campaignôs activities and was 

not a result of presidential campaign politics. Rather, it was an outgrowth of the longstanding 

partisan deadlock for which the FEC is known.  

 FECA also provided for a general election grant for major party nominees who agreed to use 

the grant to fund their campaign in lieu of additional fundraising. All major party presidential 

general election nominees from 1976 through 2004 accepted the public grant. Even Ronald Reagan, 

seen by many today as a bastion of conservatism, accepted public financing in his 1976, 1980, and 

1984 presidential campaigns.  

As it turned out, Obama did not pay a price with voters for reversing himself on public 

financing. Issues like the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and later the declining state of the economy 

were much more salient. Obama explained his reversal with a video message on his website: 

ñInstead of forcing us to rely on millions from Washington lobbyists and special interest PACs, 

youôve fueled this campaign with donations of $5, $10, and $20, whatever you can afford. . . . And 

because you did, weôve built a grassroots movement of over 1.5 million Americans.ò
62

 The 

conventional wisdom after the 2008 presidential election is that the system of public financing is not 

likely to be needed in the future by serious candidates in either party.
63

  

 

Changing Patterns of Fundraising   

 

 At the congressional election level, Republicans once had a large advantage in hard money 

raised from individuals. Democrats had a much greater dependency on soft money; and when soft 

money was banned by the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act in 2002, the money advantage was 

presumed by many to reside with the Republicans. 

 That too has changed. In 2008 the Democratic campaign committees for the Senate and 

House together outraised the Republican congressional campaign committees by over $125 million 

(see table 1-1). How did the Democrats do this? They have substantially increased their fundraising 

efforts with both small and exceptionally large donors. To a much greater extent than their 

Republican counterparts Democratic Party committee leaders like New York Senator Chuck 

Schumer, Illinois Democratic Congressman Rahm Emanuel and Maryland Democratic Congressman 

Chris Van Hollen have targeted donors who are willing to give the maximum allowable to a party 

committee and to their own incumbent colleagues. In the past, incumbents in both parties sat on war 

chests in case they might need them in some future election and expected their party committees to 
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make the maximum allowable contributions to them for their campaigns. That approach to party 

committee involvement has clearly changed for the Democrats, as the culture is now to invest in 

each other by giving large amounts to the party committee. Such is not the case with the 

Republicans.  

 

Change in How People Vote 

 

 A major change in 2008, but one that was independent of the other changes discussed in this 

chapter, is the movement in many states towards allowing early voting and ñno-excuseò absentee 

voting. Growing out of the vote counting challenges in Florida
64

 in 2000 and the long lines in some 

states (like Ohio in 2004),
65

 many states changed their election laws to permit voters to cast absentee 

ballots without explanation.
66

 Several states also provided for voters to vote as much as 42 days 

before Election Day on November 4, 2008. In 2008, voters in 46 states were allowed to cast ballots 

early. Early voting varied by state in the number of days it was offered (ranging from 3 to 42 days)
67

 

as well in the number of voting places open, with some states only allowing early voting at a single 

location per county.
68

 Candidates, party committees, and interest groups often communicated with 

voters about when and how to vote early. No-excuse absentee voting saw increased use in 2008 as 

well. We examine the implications of these changes in chapter 4 and in the case studies. 

 

Continuity  

 

 Some aspects of federal campaign finance have not changed as a result of the surge in soft 

money and issue advocacy in 1992ï2002 or with the implementation of BCRA. For example, 

campaign contributions to candidates, political action committees and party committees continue to 

be limitedðwhich means raising more money requires an effort to enlist more donors and to raise 

more money per contributor up to the contribution limits. For most candidates the starting point 

remains a donor network that provides early contributions to launch their campaigns.   

Another key element has not changed: electoral politics remains a team sport. Candidates still 

rely on support from political party committees and allied interest groups. Although fundraising 

approaches have shifted, especially with the BCRA party soft money ban, the objective has not 

changedðworking as a team to elect particular candidates and defeat their opponents. 

 By many standards the 2008 election was unusual. This book will explore the dramatic 

increase in individual contributions. How money was raised in 2007ï08 is the focus of chapter 2. 

The focus on small donors in 2007ï08 was not unrelated to a growing commitment by candidates, 
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groups, and party committees to spend campaign money on direct voter contact and mobilization, a 

theme we develop in chapters 3 and 4. The role of technology, including the Internet, in fundraising, 

spending, and GOTV is a focus of chapters 2, 3, and 4. But first, a description of our methods and 

sample races.  

 

Methodology and Sample 

 

Our data for this book comes not only from campaign contribution and expenditure data 

reported to the Federal Election Commission (FEC) and Internal Revenue Service (IRS), but also 

from data on television advertising from the Campaign Media Analysis Group (CMAG). In addition, 

experienced academics gathered data on campaign finance and electioneering from the ground up in 

North Carolina, New Hampshire, Ohio, Colorado, and New Mexico. They closely monitored the 

election in their state, collecting mail using a reconnaissance network of politically, socially, and 

economically diverse individuals who shared their political mail and email and logged personal 

contacts at their workplaces, homes, and elsewhere. We also acquired data from radio and television 

stations on advertising purchased by candidates, political party committees, and interest groups.  

During the course of the campaign I visited four of the five states in the sample to conduct 

additional interviews and facilitate the research. At the national level we interviewed decision-

makers in candidate campaigns, interest groups and political parties about their objectives and 

strategies; I also talked with pollsters and campaign consultants involved in crafting these 

communications to determine the strategies and effectiveness. Overall, I conducted more than 200 

interviews with candidate consultants, political party committee staff, interest group leaders, and 

other informed observers, virtually all of them on the record. (See Appendix A for full list of 

national-level interviews.) Additional interviews were conducted at the state and congressional 

district levels by the participating academics.  

The research for this volume draws from a systematic monitoring of candidate and non-

candidate fundraising and campaigning in seventeen competitive federal contests in five states. 

Competitiveness is a key variable for us in sample selection because past studies have found it 

predictive of overall levels of fundraising and spending by candidates and because it is a good 

predictor of party committee and interest group investment.  

We studied the presidential election in five battleground statesðNorth Carolina, New 

Hampshire, Ohio, Colorado, and New Mexico. Of these, we monitored U.S. Senate contests in all 

but Ohio. (Ohio did not have a U.S. Senate race in 2008.) We also monitored eight U.S. House races, 

again in these same five states. 

The sample was drawn after extensive interviews with party and interest group campaign 

professionals as well as with input from three independent entities that assess contests and identify 

the most competitive. Independent observers who were consulted in the sample design included Stu 

Rothenberg of the Rothenberg Political Report, Jennifer Duffy and David Wasserman of the Cook 

Political Report, Amy Walter of Hotline, Greg Giroux, and others at Congressional Quarterly 

Weekly Report, as well as a panel of pollsters and interest group campaign professionals.
69
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Our sample states were selected because they had competitive contests at two of more of the 

following levels: presidential, U.S. Senate, and U.S. House. An added benefit of the five states 

selected is that prior studies had been done in each of them, allowing us to compare campaigns over 

time. We had studied North Carolina in 1998, 2002, and 2004; New Hampshire in 2000 and 2002; 

Ohio in 1998, 2004, and 2006; Colorado in 2002, 2004, and 2006; and New Mexico in 2002, 2004, 

and 2006. Many of the academics doing the case studies in 2008 had participated in previous studies. 

 Academics with strong research reputations were recruited to closely monitor the sampled 

contests in their states and to collect data on campaign communications, including television and 

radio advertising buys, print advertising, direct mail, and telephone contacts. In addition, we tracked 

data provided by the Federal Election Commission on candidate, party, and PAC campaign 

fundraising and spending. The field observers also monitored media polls and, after the election, 

obtained from candidates, where possible, any tracking polls on these races. All participating 

academics also conducted additional research, including post-election interviews with candidates, 

party and interest group campaign managers, consultants, and local political reporters. 

 Important campaign activity in the most competitive races is aimed at individual voters and 

may not be broadcast in ways that others can learn about the communication, so our methodology 

seeks to gather those communications both from voters and from groups sending the 

communications. To attempt to learn about all forms of campaign communications we created a 

reconnaissance network in each contest to monitor campaign communications. About three weeks 

before the November election, we invited members of the League of Women Voters, university 

alumni of participating schools, Brigham Young University Alumni in our five competitive states, 

and individuals with diverse interests and politics reunited by the academics, to forward to us their 

political mail; we also requested that they fill out forms documenting the TV ads, radio ads, and 

phone calls they observed, and person-to-person contact they received. Because not all competitive 

contests arise in large media markets, and because radio is not covered by the television advertising 

tracking services, we also acquired the advertising cost data from radio, television, and cable 

stations. We supplemented this with data from the Campaign Media Analysis Group. Where possible 

we also asked campaign consultants to estimate the costs of mailers, phone banks, and other 

campaign material involved in their races.  

 

North Carolina 

 

 North Carolina, like Virginia and Indiana, had not been a presidential battleground state in 

decades. As it turned out all three were highly competitive in 2008. A southern state with a 

substantial African-American population (again, like Virginia), North Carolina is required to report 

as part of the Voting Rights Act the racial composition of voter registration and turnout data. Given 

the unusual nature of 2008, access to such information was another reason to include the state in our 

sample. North Carolina, coming late as it did in the presidential nomination contest, also made 

                                                                                                                                                                   
and interest group professionals Bernadette Budde of BIPAC, Chuck Cunningham of NRA, Bill Miller of the 

U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Mark Longabaugh of Defenders of Wildlife Action Fund, Steve Rosenthal of 

the Atlas Project, and Linda Lipson of the Alliance for Justice (Trial Lawyers). 
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possible assessing the impact of that contest on general election campaign organization 

effectiveness. 

 The North Carolina U.S. Senate contest was anticipated to be highly competitive and lived up 

to that billing. Like nearly all competitive U.S. Senate races in 2008, this contest had a vulnerable 

Republican incumbent painted by opponents as an absent senator running against a strong 

challenger. In this case both general election candidates were female. This had the benefit of 

allowing us to assess the role of gender-based interest groups. Despite rumors that she would retire 

in 2008, Elizabeth Dole decided to run for reelection. Polls showed that her campaign was 

negatively affected by Barack Obamaôs decision to aggressively campaign in the state and by her 

being closely tied to President Bush. Democrat challenger Kay Hagan was aided significantly by 

outside 527 groups and especially by the DSCC, which poured more money into the North Carolina 

contest than any other.
70

 Prior to 2008 Democrats had mounted competitive state-wide races in 

North Carolina, but they had not won a U.S. Senate seat in a presidential year since 1968. We 

previously studied a North Carolina Senate race in 2004.
71

  

Finally, the contest for U.S. Representative in North Carolinaôs Eighth Congressional District 

meant we could simultaneously assess campaign finance and communications in one state at all three 

levels. Brian Walsh of the NRCC predicted this district was 

going to be competitive. I mean youôve got a higher-than-average African American 

population so itôs a good test of what the Obama effect will be, but youôve got a lot of 

blue-collar, white, southern voters . . . [Republican incumbent] Robin [Hayes] has 

significantly more resources than [Democrat Larry] Kissell has at this point, and my 

opinion is the DCCC is just going to try to buy the seat.
 72

   

Both the North Carolina Senate and North Carolina Eighth District races showed vividly the way 

politics as a team sport can be played. We also studied this district in 2002.
73

  

 The North Carolina voting process has an added twist that makes efforts to orient and 

mobilize voters more challenging. Like fifteen other states, North Carolina allows voters to mark one 

box on the ballot and cast a straight-party ticket for all candidates from the chosen party. But in 

North Carolina, voters who do this must also vote separately for a presidential candidate.
74

 How the 

candidates and party committees would deal with this complexity while also wanting to maximize 

their vote posed an interesting additional research question.  

 

New Hampshire 

 

 New Hampshire is another state that has long been Republican at the presidential level but is 

trending more Democratic in recent years. Its prominence in the nomination process means voters in 
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 Eric S. Heberlig, ñNorth Carolinaôs Eighth and Ninth Districts,ò in The Last Hurrah: Soft Money and Issue 
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Center for the Study of Elections and Democracy, 2003), 255. 
74
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26 

 

New Hampshire are accustomed to intense campaigns with lots of personal contact. The state 

therefore becomes an interesting laboratory in which to assess the impact of a highly charged general 

election campaign. In New Hampshire, as in the race generally, there was an enthusiasm gap that 

favored Obama and hurt McCain. Dante Scala, who studied the New Hampshire contests, quotes an 

observer who saw two busloads of volunteers sent by states all across New England to canvass New 

Hampshire on behalf of Obama. This effort was demoralizing to the dozen, self-reliant Republican 

workers canvassing for McCain (see chapter 6).   

The U.S. Senate race in New Hampshire was a rerun of an open-seat race we studied six 

years ago.
75

 In the 2008 contest Republican John Sununu (now the incumbent senator) again faced 

Democrat Jeanne Shaheen (New Hampshireôs governor from 1997 to 2003). The New Hampshire 

First Congressional District was also a rematch of the previous election, but this time the roles were 

reversed. In 2006, Democrat Carol Shea-Porter challenged incumbent Jeb Bradley and won; in 2008, 

Bradley tried unsuccessfully to unseat the incumbent Shea-Porter. Shea-Porter refused national 

Democratic money and capitalized on an increasingly left-leaning state. New Hampshire, which has 

been viewed as an enclave of conservatism in the Northeast, shifted left beginning in 2006 in many 

of its key offices including governor and its two U.S. Representatives. Shaheenôs 6.5 percent victory 

in 2008 marked a further Democratic swing. In 2002 when Sununu defeated Shaheen, President 

Bushôs popularity and the security concerns after September 11, 2001 helped Sununu. On election 

day 2002, Bushôs approval rating was 63 percent, on election day 2008 it was 28 percent. In a 

change election like 2008, Sununu attempted to distance himself from Bush. The Democratsô ground 

game in New Hampshire helped Obama, Shaheen, and Bradley. Early on, Brian Walsh of the NRCC 

felt positive about Republicansô chances for the House seat: ñI think New Hampshire 1 is one of our 

best pick of opportunities in the country. I think Jeb Bradley has went through a difficult primary, 

but performed well, and I think his greatest asset in this race is the Democrat incumbent who 

defeated him last cycle but has not performed very well. I think McCain and Sununu should run 

strong in that district, which is going to give him an advantage. . . . Iôd say weôre probably feeling 

fairly bullish about that race.ò
76

  

 

Ohio  
 

In the 2008 presidential election, as in 2004, Ohio was widely seen as the epicenter of the 

presidential election (see chapter 7).
77

 Rich in electoral votes and closely matched in partisan 

identification, the state had been the focus of interest group and party committee efforts to register 

and turn out voters. Both campaigns invested heavily in Ohio television advertising. Ohio was the 

third-highest state in estimated spending in the presidential race with an estimated $48 million spent 

by the two campaigns and ranked number one in the number of television spots run.
78

 Of 
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considerable speculation in Ohio and Pennsylvania during the pre-election period were working 

class white voters: Could Obama secure this demographic? Economic issues, while important across 

the nation, were especially important in Ohio, which going into the election had its highest 

unemployment rate in 16 years.
79

  

 Of the competitive House races in Ohio, we focused on the First, Fifteenth, Sixteenth, and 

Eighteenth Congressional Districts. The Fifteenth became one of the most competitive contests in 

the United States, with an outcome decided by only 2,311 votes and disputed until December 8, 

2008. The Fifteenth District had an open seat because of the decision of Republican incumbent 

Deborah Pryce to not seek reelection. Republican candidate Steve Stivers, who narrowly lost the 

race to Democrat Mary Jo Kilroy, narrowly outperformed John McCain in his district by a slight 

percentage with Stivers winning 45.18 percent and McCain winning 45.0 percent of the districtôs 

vote.  

 

Colorado 

 

 Long before the nationôs attention focused on Denver as the host city to the 2008 Democratic 

National Convention, Colorado had become a more competitive two-party state. George W. Bush 

carried the state by fewer than 5 percentage points in 2004.
80

 But the state elected a Democrat to the 

U.S. Senate in 2006 and going into 2008 was widely perceived as a key battleground. Because of its 

substantial Hispanic population, Colorado had the added advantage of providing an opportunity to 

see the two parties compete for this increasingly important group of voters. Colorado had also 

experienced large shifts in partisanship in voter registration towards Democrats and Independents. 

 The Colorado Senate seat was open due to a Republican retirement. Given the stateôs 

political history, Republicans were likely to work aggressively to retain the seat, but Democrats also 

had good reason to hope for victory. The Colorado Fourth Congressional District provided a highly 

competitive contest between two female candidates, the Republican incumbent Marilyn Musgrave 

and the Democrat challenger Betsy Markey. Outside groups which had been important in Coloradoôs 

2004 U.S. Senate election were again active in the Fourth Congressional District in 2008.   

 

New Mexico 

 

In both the 2000 and 2004 elections, New Mexico had highly contested presidential races. In 

2000, George W. Bush and Al Gore each received 48 percent of the vote, with Gore winning by just 

365 votes. In 2004 Bush received 50 percent of the vote compared to Kerryôs 49 percent. In 2008 it 

was assumed John McCain, from neighboring Arizona, would capitalize on his support for 

immigration reform to do well among New Mexicoôs large Latino population. But Governor Bill 

Richardson, a Democrat, had every incentive to work hard for Obama. Like Colorado, New Mexico 

provided an excellent vantage point from which to assess efforts to secure Hispanic voters. Lonna 
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Rae Atkinson, Michael S. Rocca, Yann Kerevel, and Lisa Bryant describe the specific targeting of 

this subgroup in chapter 9. 

 The retirement of six-term Republican U.S. Senator Pete Domenici led all three of New 

Mexicoôs U.S. House incumbents to seek that office, creating three open seats in the House. 

Democrat Tom Udall secured an uncontested Democratic nomination for U.S. Senate after his 

opponent withdrew from the race, but the divisive contest between the two Republican House 

incumbents seeking the GOP Senate nomination ended with Steve Pearceôs defeating Heather 

Wilson, 51.4 percent to 48.6 percent. Pearce came out of the primary at a fundraising disadvantage 

compared to Udall, who did not face a primary challenger. Outside groups were heavily involved in 

New Mexicoôs U.S. Senate race, which may have contributed to Pearceôs general election defeat. 

The First District seat vacated by Heather Wilson had been hotly contested in the past and was again 

in 2008.
81

 The more Republican-leaning Second Congressional District, which Steve Pearce had 

represented, became more competitive as the election progressed. In the end, Democrats won the 

open Senate seat and all three open House seats.  

 Before turning to these five states and their competitive contests, we examine in chapter 2 

how money was raised in 2007ï08. Our scope includes candidates, political party committees, and 

interest groups. In chapter 3, the topic is how these same team members spent money in 2007ï08. In 

chapter 4, Michal McDonald and Thomas Schaller examine voter registration, voter mobilization 

efforts, and turnout in 2008. As noted, states gave voters more options in when they could vote, and 

both teams invested a great deal in encouraging voter participation. The varying success of these 

efforts may help us determine whether 2008 constituted a one-time change or begins of a period of 

expanded (or contracted) participation for particular segments of the voting-eligible population. 
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Figure 1-1 

 

 
 
Source: Polling Report, Inc. ñPresident Bush: Job Ratings,ò http://www.pollingreport.com/BushJob1.htm (accessed May 

29, 2009).  
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How the 2008 Elections were Financed 

 

David B. Magleby 

Brigham Young University 

  

 Running for federal office is expensive. For example, in the Minnesota U.S. Senate race the 

two major party candidates raised a combined $46,175,432 with only a little over one million dollars 

separating Republican incumbent Norm Coleman, who raised $23,673,308, from Democratic 

challenger Al Franken, who raised $22,502,124.
1
 Other U.S. Senate contests in 2008 where 

substantial amounts were raised by candidates include Kentucky and Georgia as well as the contests 

in North Carolina, Colorado, New Hampshire, and New Mexico, which are the subjects of case 

studies in this book. And in the 2008 presidential election a total of $1.8 billion was spent by all 

candidates seeking the presidency (see table 2-1).  

But money is raised to influence the outcome of elections by more than the candidates. The 

political party committees raise hundreds of millions of dollars each election cycle, and in 2007ï08, 

party committees raised $1.2 billion. Interest groups are also actively fundraising to finance their 

electioneering efforts. In 2007ï08, interest groups spent an estimated $1.2 billion to influence 

federal elections. This estimate includes political action committee (PAC) contributions, as well as 

Section 527 and Section 501(c) organization spending.  

  The 2007ï08 election cycle set new records for amounts of money raised and spent in 

federal elections. Table 2-1 provides a summary of total spending by candidates, party committees, 

groups and individuals acting independently in 2007ï08. 

When all spending on federal elections is tallied, over $5.9 billion was spent in 2007ï08. 

Candidates raised nearly $3.1 billion of this, but the role of political parties and interest groups in 

campaign finance and electioneering is also an important part of the story. American electoral 

politics today is best understood as a ñteam sport,ò with candidates and supporting political party 

committees and allied interest groups forming two sides in elections. We develop this theme more in 

chapter 3, where we will explore how money was spent by the two sides in 2007ï08, and in chapter 

4, which examines the successes and failures of the two sides in efforts to register and mobilize 

voters. How the money was raised is the primary focus of this chapter. 

 

Candidate Fundraising 

 

 Money to finance federal campaigns comes from individuals, interest groups, and the 

candidates themselves. Candidates may give or loan their campaigns unlimited amounts of their own 

money. Political parties help fund candidates, but their money also comes from individuals, groups, 

and candidates. Party committees spend the money they have raised by contributing to candidates 

needing their help or spending independently on their behalf. Interest groups of all sorts are 

important donors to candidates and party committees but also, as we discuss in chapter 3, spend 

substantial amounts independently of the candidates. The same is true for party committees. 

                                                 
1
 ñCongressional Races for 2008: Minnesota,ò Center for Responsive Politics, 

http://www.opensecrets.org/capital_eye/inside.php?ID=122 (accessed May 12, 2009).  



    

  

31 

 

 Of course, not all candidates are equally successful in raising money: the competitiveness of 

particular contests often determines how much individuals, political party committees and interest 

groups invest. And, coming full circle, one marker of competitiveness is candidate fundraising. If, 

for example, an incumbent has had lower rates of fundraising and if the challenger has had success 

in raising money, this only further encourages opposing interest groups and political party 

committees to invest in the contest. 

 

Presidential Candidate Receipts 

 

In the 2008 presidential election, candidate fundraising was a major part of Barack Obamaôs 

success. His ability to raise money through the donors who gave at or near the maximum allowed 

and through small donors was a phenomenon not seen since records have been kept. By the Obama 

campaignôs own accounting, nearly four million people contributed money to the campaignðmore 

than twice as many as donated to any candidate in the past.
2
 Obamaôs success in raising money from 

both small and large donors was a consistent element of his campaign. Obama raised more money in 

small individual contributions in 2007 than Bill Bradley or Al Gore raised in 1999 from individuals 

contributing at any level or John Edwards or John Kerry raised again from all individual donors in 

2003. Evidence of that can be seen in figure 2-1. 

Obama began the cycle with a substantial advantage over McCain in small contributions and 

that advantage widened during the nomination phase. Once McCain effectively secured the 

nomination in March 2008 his small contributions rose to a point of near parity with Obama in July 

2008. Christian Ferry, McCainôs deputy campaign director, framed it this way: 

In the post primary environment obviously the Republican field was clear, so it 

became a one-man game. Republicans rallied around John McCain. We saw 

improvement in our fundraising across the board, which is a very natural 

development at the end of the primary process. We were able to start investing more 

into list development and online advertising that drove small-dollar contributions. We 

had folks from Mitt Romney to Rudy Giuliani to Mike Huckabee emailing their lists 

and letting their supporters know that John McCain was the guy to get behind and 

rally around.
3
 

McCainôs proportion of money coming from small donors then dropped more than Obamaôs did, so 

that in the end Obama had about a two-to-one advantage in the proportion of donors giving $200 or 

less. 

As Evan Tracey of the Campaign Media Analysis Group observed, ñObama correctly 

leveraged the Internet, incorporating donors.ò
4
 As we discuss more fully in chapter 4, the Obama 

campaign engaged individuals in a range of activities including but not limited to making financial 

contributions. The network of contacts drew on friendships and social networks on a much larger 

scale than any campaign before. As Joe Rospars reported, the campaign  

                                                 
2
 ñObama Amassed $745M for Campaign,ò CBS News, March 24, 2008, http://www.cbsnews.com/stories 

/2008/12/05/politics/main4649880.?source=related_story (accessed  May 22, 2009).  
3
 Christian Ferry, McCain campaign deputy director, telephone interview by David Magleby, May 27, 2009. 

4
 Evan Tracey, TNS Media chief operating officer, telephone interview by David Magleby, May 20, 2009. 
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tried to enable folks to take control of the process as much as they were willing at 

every stage. So if you made phone calls using the myBarackObama sound system or 

you made a donation or you sent a letter to the editor or joined a grassroots volunteer 

group . . . at each step you are prompted to not just tell someone but to upload your 

whole address book and tell everyone you know.
5
 

Once individuals had made a contribution or otherwise become involved in the campaign, 

they were invited to help in other ways. The ease of making contributions over the Internet meant 

that well timed messages could reap substantial additional contributions. Having developed a broad 

base of financial supporters, many of whom had not initially contributed the maximum allowable, 

meant he could go back to them for support over and over again. Obama was not the only candidate 

to use these tactics. Ron Paulôs campaign used FEC reporting deadlines as a motivation for 

supporters to surprise the competition and the media.
6
 It is uncertain how applicable the approaches 

used by Paul and Obama will be with other candidates in the future, but no doubt their efforts will be 

closely studied, and many will try to replicate them. 

More research needs to be done on the dramatic increase in donors to candidates and party 

committees in 2008, but for Obama, at least, there was a combination of a charismatic candidate 

with a compelling message. Early on Obamaôs opposition to the Iraq war allowed him to separate 

himself from Edwards and Clinton on a salient issue and tap into a motivated constituency. As his 

campaign gained credibility, some were likely drawn to the opportunity to participate in an historic 

election. The protracted nomination contest with Senator Clinton gave followers additional reasons 

to contribute and invite friends to do so as well. In addition to the Obama campaignôs having a 

charismatic candidate and compelling message must be added the campaignôs skillful use of 

technology. During the election the campaign skillfully used YouTube, video games, social 

networking sites, and text messaging both to raise money and organize supporters. The net effect of 

this was to draw people to the campaign who likely had not been involved in campaigns before and 

then to subsequently keep them engaged. Part of the success of this approach is seen not only in 

fundraising but in mobilizing voters for caucuses, early voting, and Election Day.
7
  

Just as important to Obamaôs success were donors at higher levels and especially large 

donors. Of Obama contributions that were over the required aggregate reporting threshold of $200, 

more than half came in amounts larger than $2,000, the old FECA contribution limit for primary and 

general elections combined. McCain, who raised less than Obama overall, did proportionally even 

better among this group, raising more than two-thirds of his receipts in amounts exceeding $2,000.
8
 

For the 2007ï08 cycle, John McCain had a relatively successful campaign finance effort, 

raising $346 millionðan amount only slightly behind Bushôs 2004 total of $367 million. And when 
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 Joe Rospars, Obama for America new media director, interview by David Magleby, January 28, 2009.  
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the ñvictory committeesò are included he outpaced Bush by nearly $100 million.
9
 (Victory 

committees are party committees that help raise money for the partyôs presidential nominee. These 

committees have been especially active when nominees have accepted public financing and the 

fundraising limitations associated with it.) Other successful fundraisers in 2007ï08 included former 

Massachusetts governor and Republican Mitt Romney, who relied on a network of business, civic, 

and religious contacts, and his own money to raise $105 million;
10

 and Republican Congressman 

Ron Paul, who used viral fundraising schemes and real-time displays of donor names to raise $34.5 

million.
11

 Other candidates, such as former U.S. senator and Republican Fred Thompson ($23.4 

million) and New Mexico governor and Democrat Bill Richardson ($22.4 million), did not do well 

in the presidential race in part because their fundraising lagged.  

In other respects, 2008 resembled past elections in how money was raised. Candidates 

provided recognition to ñbundlers,ò individuals who raise contributions in substantial amounts. 

Examples include McCainôs Trailblazers, who each bundled $100,000, and Innovators, who bundled 

$250,000. Individuals who bundled $100,000 or more for Hillary Clinton were called HillRaisers. 

Barack Obama did not have titles for his bundlers reaching certain thresholds.  

Candidates may spend unlimited amounts of their own money, which they either loan or give 

to their campaigns. In 2008 the candidate with the most self-financing was Romney, who had given 

or loaned his campaign $44.5 million, or 40 percent of his total campaign receipts.
12

 This set a new 

record for a presidential candidate in self-funding, exceeding Steve Forbesôs $37.9 million in 1996 

and $38.7 million in 2000.
13

 Romneyôs self-funding clearly irritated some of his Republican 

opponents. In Iowa former Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee remarked, ñWhen they see people 

spending that much of their own money in that way, they think, ómy gosh, what would they do if 

they had the taxpayersô money? So I think that people are looking for somebody who demonstrates, 

even in a campaign, some level of fiscal restraint.ò
14

   

Romney was not the only 2008 presidential candidate to give or loan substantial amounts of 

money to his or her own campaign. After her defeat in Iowa, Senator Hillary Clinton loaned her 

campaign $5 million during the build-up to Super Tuesday in an effort to compete with Obama; by 

the end of the campaign she had loaned herself a total of $13.2 million.
15

 Her campaign debt, much 

of it owed to herself, was a source of some irritation between the Clinton and Obama camps after 
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Obama secured the nomination,
16

 and arose again as a concern as she was appointed secretary of 

state, a position from which she could no longer fundraise to pay back the loans.
17

 There was further 

tension when Clintonôs donors were slow to convert into Obama donors.
18

 

 

Congressional Candidate Receipts 

 

 Overall, candidates for the U.S Congress raised nearly the same in their campaigns than 

candidates did in 2006, raising in the aggregate $1.439 billion compared to $1.440 billion in 2006. 

Table 2-2 presents congressional candidates receipts for the period 1998ï2008.  

 As is the norm, congressional incumbents raise the most money, with challengers and open-

seat candidates lagging behind. In 2008, House incumbents had more than a two-to-one edge over 

challengers, raising 57.9 percent with challengers at only 24.8 percent. In contrast, Senate 

incumbents had a less substantial advantage over challengers, raising 53.9 percent with challengers 

at 31.0 percent. The fundraising patterns by incumbents, challengers, and open-seat candidates have 

not varied much over time.  

 Comparing aggregate U.S. Senate candidate receipts over time requires us to account for the 

different sample of states and contests up for election in any given election cycle. For example, the 

senators running for office in 2000 saw high candidate receipts, which was again repeated in 2006.  

  Senate candidate fundraising in 2008 in the aggregate fell below candidatesô fundraising in 

both 2006 and 2004. Senate Democratic candidates in 2006 raised about $46 million more than 

Senate Republican candidates. In 2008, the margin was slightly over $41 million. In 2000, the 

Senate Democrats had less of a margin over Senate Republicans ($27 million) and much less in 2002 

($200,000). Senate Republicans had a slight fundraising advantage in 1998 and 2002, while 

Democrats out-raised Republicans in Senate races in 2004 by about $4.4 million. In 2008, 

Democratic Senate incumbents enjoyed in the aggregate more than a four-to-one advantage over 

their Republican challengers. In contrast, Senate Republican incumbents only had about a 1.3-to-1 

advantage over Democratic challengers. Important to the Democratsô winning the Senate majority in 

2006 and holding it in 2008 was the success of Democratic challengers in raising money. This group 

raised $109 million in 2006 and over $115 million in 2008. Senate candidatesô receipts in open seats 

for the two parties were at near parity in 2004. Democratic open-seat candidates had aggregate 

fundraising advantages in 2000 and 2008, while Republicans enjoyed the edge in 2002 and 2006. 

Going into the 2008 general election, Republicans had controlled 29 of the 36 open House 

seats, and in these contests Democrats substantially out-raised the Republicans. Democrats won 19 
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of these contests. In 2008 it was the House Democrats who raised $120 million more than 

Republicans. As we discuss more fully below, this deficit in candidate fundraising for House 

Republicans was compounded by the difficulties their party campaign committee experienced in 

raising money. In the House, the Republican candidates in the aggregate have out-raised Democrats 

in 1998 through 2006 (see table 2-2). In 2004, they raised in the aggregate nearly $92 million more 

than House Democratic candidates did.  

 

Party Fundraising in 2007ï08 

 

 Political parties play several different roles in U.S. federal elections. While they emphasize 

some of these functions more than others, the parties assist in recruiting and training candidates, do 

research on opposing candidates, seek to build party infrastructure at all levels (local, state and 

national), help orient the electorate, organize government, and help elect candidates from their party 

and defeat candidates from the opposing party. All of these activities take money, and so an 

additional key party function is fundraising.
19

 

 American political parties are largely organized around the units of competition. Historically 

this has made state parties more important because it is the state parties that elect the president, U.S. 

senators, governors, and other statewide partisan offices. Each major party has a national party 

committee that is in some ways a federation of state parties with its primary purpose to assist in 

electing the president and more broadly to help state and local parties.
20

   

The two major parties each have a national committee, the Democratic National Committee 

(DNC) and the Republican National Committee (RNC). In addition, each chamber of Congress has 

its own set of party committeesðfor the U.S. House the National Republican Congressional 

Committee (NRCC) and the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC), and for the 

U.S. Senate the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee (DSCC) and the National Republican 

Senatorial Committee (NRSC). The party congressional campaign committees focus almost 

exclusively on electing fellow partisans to their chamber of Congress. They are led by a U.S. senator 

or U.S. representative elected or appointed by fellow partisans in the chamber.  

 Leadership of the congressional campaign committees has in the past been a stepping stone 

to other party leadership positions. For example George Mitchell (D-Maine), Mitch McConnell (R-

Kentucky), and William Frist (R-Tennessee) all chaired their campaign committees before being 

elected to higher party office in their chambers. In recent years Senator Chuck Schumer (D-New 

York) and Representative Rahm Emanuel (D-Illinois) have received credit for revitalizing their 

committees in fundraising and candidate recruiting.
21
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Party Committee Histories 

 

 The party committees have different fundraising histories. The RNC, for example, has been 

seen as a leader in cultivating small individual contributions. In the wake of the Watergate Scandal, 

RNC Chair William Brock invested in the expanding area of direct mail fundraising;
22

 and laid the 

foundation for the RNC to build the largest base of individual donors--many making small 

contributions--of any party.
23

 Marian Currinder recently described Brockôs efforts in this fashion:  

Former Senator Bill Brock was named chair of the RNC in 1977 and is credited with 

reviving the party organization. Brock believed that modernizing the national 

Republican Party committees was the key to electoral success, and he focused on 

raising the money needed to realize this goal. He envisioned the national party 

committees as political action groups that would offer financial, technical, and 

campaign-planning assistance to other Republican Party groups, particularly to those 

at the state and local levels. By 1979, the RNC had expanded its financial assistance 

to local and state candidates, extended its mass direct-mail fundraising programs, and 

initiated a number of technical assistance programs.
24

 

All three Democratic committees became more dependent on soft money than their GOP 

counterparts. This was in part due to the fact that for twenty years between 1974 and 1994 

Democrats had the majority in the House and, for most of this period, in the Senate. Because of their 

Congressional advantage, Democrats had more ready access to interest group money in the form of 

political action committee (PAC) contributions and soft money from corporations, labor unions, and 

wealthy individuals. Democratic allies such as labor unions, other interest groups, and wealthy 

individuals, who during this time could make unlimited soft money contributions, also provided 

funding for the Democrats. All three Republican committees came to have their own soft money 

base, as well as drawing funds from corporations and wealthy individuals.  

BCRA encouraged the parties to raise money from individuals by increasing the aggregate 

contribution limits for individuals wishing to contribute to parties and by indexing these 

contributions to inflation. This was thought to be especially useful in light of the fact that most 

individuals prefer to contribute to candidates more than political parties. BCRA doubled the amounts 

individuals could give to any single candidate and indexed those limits to inflation, but BCRA also 

capped individual contributions to candidates in the aggregate at $42,700ðleaving for those wanting 

to give the maximum overall an additional $65,500 that could go to political party committees, with 

no more than $25,000 going to any single party committee. By banning the unlimited soft money 

contributions from individuals and groups and especially from unions and corporate general funds, 

BCRA added another reason for parties to emphasize raising money from individuals (see table 2-3). 
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Coordinate or Compete? 

 

The congressional campaign committees often solicit funds from the same partisan donors, 

who can give more or less to a particular party committee. Thus the competition is not only with the 

other partyôs candidates, party committees and allied groups but also with the other two party 

committees within each party. Even before the election of George W. Bush in 2000, the three GOP 

committees had achieved closer coordination and sharing of tasks like voter mobilization than had 

been the case for the three Democratic committees. By contrast, the tension between the two 

Democratic congressional campaign committees and the DNC increased, reaching the level of 

becoming news in 2006.
25

 

Table 2-3 provides a summary of party hard and soft money fundraising for the period 1996ï

2008. Note that while the party committees had raised soft money before 1996, that election, as 

noted, marked a turning point in the partisan use of soft money. The top of table 2-3- isolates hard 

money receipts for all six national party committees. At the bottom of each column is the total 

money raised by all three committees for each party. In 1996, 2000, and 2002, the GOP had a large 

aggregate hard money advantage over the combined Democratic committees, sometimes a nearly 

two-to-one advantage. In 2004 and since, the aggregate receipts for the two parties have been much 

closer, but with the Republicans consistently out-raising the Democrats in the aggregate.  

The second set of data in table 2-3 provides soft money receipts for the 1996ï2002 elections. 

For the 1996 and 1998 election cycles, all the Republican committees raised more soft money than 

did their Democratic counterparts. This remained true for the RNC as compared to the DNC in 2000 

and 2002. But the two Democratic congressional campaign committees raised more soft money than 

the GOP congressional committees in 2000, and in 2002 the DSCC raised more than the NRSC. 

Finally, table 2-3 provides total party receipts, adding soft and hard money for the period 

when both types of fundraising were legal. Adding soft and hard money together as is done at the 

bottom of table 2-3 shows that the Democratic surge in soft money fundraising in 2000 and 2002 

helped them reduce the very large fundraising advantage of the GOP. This reliance on soft money 

made some Democratic partisans question the wisdom of so many Democrats voting for BCRA.  

 

DNC/RNC Receipts 

 

Figure 2-2 plots the total receipts for the two national party committees (DNC and RNC) 

over time. Holding aside the 2004 election cycle, the RNC has consistently raised more money than 

the DNC. Indeed, the RNCïDNC gap widened in 2008. The receipts were nearly equal in 2004, in 

part because Democratic presidential nominee John Kerry urged donors to give to the DNC once he 

accepted public funding for the general election and could no longer accept campaign 

contributions.
26

 When taking public funds, candidates can also transfer any remaining campaign 
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funds to their party committees, as Bush and Kerry did in 2004. National Republican committees 

gained $11.2 million from Bushôs transfer, while Democratic committees received $40.4 million 

from Kerry ($29.5 million went to the DNC, DSCC and DCCC, and $10.9 million to Democratic 

committees in 21 states). ñTo put these figures in context,ò writes John Green, ñthe national parties 

were allowed $16.2 million in coordinated expenditures in the 2004 general election. Thus Kerry 

more than ópaid forô the costs of party-coordinated expenditures on his behalf.ò
27

 John McCainôs 

2008 campaign followed the Bush and Kerry examples from 2004 and urged individual donors to 

give to the respective party committees. McCain transferred about $18 million from his campaign to 

the RNC but did not transfer funds to the NRCC or NRSC.
28

 Obama did not transfer funds to the 

DNC, but transferred $3.5 million each to the DSCC and DCCC after the election was over.
29

  

For the RNC, party receipts have steadily increased after the BCRA soft money ban, 

climbing from $364 million in 2000 (soft money included) to hard money-only totals of $384 

million in 2004 and $417 million in 2008. The rate of growth in campaign receipts increased 

slightly, with 5.5 percent growth from 2000ï2004 followed by 8.6 percent growth from 2004ï2008. 

This fits with the RNCôs continued growth pattern in campaign receipts over the 1996 to 2008 

period. Democrats, as noted, enjoyed a hard money surge in 2004, in part due to the Kerry 

campaignôs emphasis on donorsô giving to the DNC. While not as successful in 2008 as in 2004 in 

hard money fundraising, the DNC raised as much hard money in 2008 as they raised in 2000 with 

hard and soft money combined. In 2008, the RNC had nearly $216 million more in receipts than the 

DNC. This provided important help to John McCain against the very successful candidate 

fundraising of Barack Obama.  

The longstanding RNC advantage in resources has impacted the strategies of both parties. 

The RNC, for example, invested more and was ahead in voter databases and get-out-the-vote efforts. 

Concerns about the DNCôs less ample funding and commitment to voter files and voter mobilization 

prompted individuals and groups to form America Coming Together (ACT) in 2003ï04 to provide 

the kind of large scale voter mobilization the Republicans had invested heavily in during the 2001ï

02 and 2003ï04 election cycles.
30

  

Individuals and groups allied with the Democrats entered the 2008 election cycle again 

concerned about the DNCôs ability to match the GOPôs voter data files and mobilization efforts. 

Some of this concern was personalized against DNC Chair Howard Dean and what some of these 

groups thought was a misguided investment in the ñ50-State Strategy.ò
 31

 As we discuss more fully 

in chapter 3, in 2008 individual and group allies of the Democrats, many of whom had invested in 
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ACT, instead became partners in Catalist, a corporation that provides voter file data to liberal 

organizations, for a fee.
32

 Catalistôs list of clients and stakeholders reads like a Whoôs Who of 

progressive groups. Among them in 2007ï08 were the AFL-CIO, SEIU, NEA, Sierra Club, League 

of Conservation Voters, Defenders of Wildlife, NARAL Pro-Choice America, EMILYôs List, 

Planned Parenthood, America Votes, and Rock the Vote, as well as the DCCC, DSCC, and Obama 

for America.  

How party committees raise money has changed over time. BCRA and technology both help 

account for this. The large GOP advantage in small individual donors discussed previously is 

partially captured in what the Federal Election Commission calls ñunitemizedò contributions. These 

are contributions to a party committee that in the aggregate do not exceed $200 in an election cycle. 

The RNC had a large lead in 2002 with unitemized donors ($103 million in contributions) compared 

to the DNC at $38 million. By 2004, the DNC reversed this, having $166 million from small donors 

compared to $157 million for the RNC. The RNC again outperformed the DNC in the 2006 midterm 

($113 million to $73 million), and retained its advantage with small donors in 2008, raising $152 

million compared to the nearly $83 million for the DNC. This again suggests that the 2004 DNC 

increase was in part due to John Kerryôs encouraging small donors to give to the DNC. The DNC 

success with small donors in 2004, along with Obamaôs very strong showing among small donors in 

2008, suggests an area where the DNC can improve its fundraising in the future.  

Large donors, sometimes called ñmax-outò donors, are also part of the story. In 2002 a max-

out donor could give a total of $25,000 per year or $50,000 in a two-year election cycle to federal 

candidates and committees, including party committees. After BCRA, during the 2007ï08 election 

cycle, an individual could give $108,200, of which, $42,700 could be given to candidates and 

$65,500  to party committees and PACs. Donors prefer giving to candidates because they then chose 

whom to invest in and perhaps later to claim credit from. But BCRA created an incentive for party 

committees to court individuals who might contribute to them in addition to giving to candidates. 

The maximum amount an individual could give any single party committee in 2007ï08 was $28,500. 

A person who wanted to give more to a party would give to two or to all the party committees. Party 

committees to varying degrees went after these max-out donors. Table 2-4 presents the individual 

contributions (hard money) to party committees at the ñunitemizedò ($200 and less), at max-out 

levels, and in the aggregate. 

 When all party committees are aggregated as in table 2-4, the GOP advantage has declined. 

Over time the three Democratic committees have reduced the aggregate GOP advantage from $153 

million in 2000 to $81 million in 2004 and $41 million in 2008.
33

 Most of the money raised by party 

committees comes from individuals. In 2007ï08, for example, 88 percent of money raised by the 

DNC and RNC came from individuals, while a majority to two-thirds of the money raised by the 

congressional campaign committees came from individuals. Max-out contributions have risen 

substantially since 2000, especially for the DNC, RNC, NRSC, DSCC, and DCCC, and to a lesser 

extent for the NRCC.  
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In 2004 the RNC out-raised the DNC in money from max-out donors ($61 million for RNC 

compared to $43 million for DNC). As is normal, these numbers dropped in both parties in the 2006 

midterm election, but in 2008 climbed again to $37 million for the RNC and $41 million for the 

DNC. (See table 2-4) This meant the DNC did about as well in raising money at the maximum 

allowable in 2008 as it did in 2004, but the RNC raised $23 million less from max-out donors in 

2008 than it did in 2004. Why? Some speculate that unlike Bush, who was known as the corporate 

executivesô president, McCain had a history of bucking the party , which in this case may mean that 

he was less comfortable courting the traditional political high rollers.
34

 

Small donors were emphasized by the Republicans in the period after the FECA was 

amended in 1974 and thereafter. Democrats were more reliant on large donors, especially in the soft 

money peak period of the 1996ï2002. The data in table 2-4 show that the RNC maintains the 

advantage among donors of $200 or less to national party committees, the exception being 2004.  

 

Senate Party Committee Receipts (DSCC/NRSC) 

 

As with the DNC and RNC, hard and soft money donations to the four congressional party 

committees trended upward until 2002. Then the soft money ban and, presumably, dissatisfaction 

with Republican leadership contributed to a Democratic congressional committee lead. Figure 2-3 

plots the total receipts of the senatorial committees (NRSC and DSCC) for the period 1994ï2008. 

 In the 1994ï1998 period, the NRSC raised substantially more money than did the DSCC. 

The DSCC soft money surge in 2000 and 2002 put them ahead of the NRSC in total dollars raised. 

Both senatorial campaign committees saw total receipts drop in 2004, but by 2008 the DSCC had 

more than made up for the lost soft money with increased hard money fundraising. In 2008 the 

DSCC raised over $156 million, in comparison to their $143 million in hard and soft money 

combined in 2002, the last hurrah for soft money. It makes some sense to compare the 2002 and 

2008 cycles because, due to the six-year length of senatorsô terms, the same states had contested U.S. 

Senate races in 2002 as in 2008. 

 As illustrated by figure 2-3, the two party senatorial committees were at near parity in funds 

raised in 2000, 2002, and 2004. Both parties saw increased receipts in 2000 and 2002, in part 

because of the surge in soft money contributions. In 2000, for example, 46 percent of NRSC receipts 

were soft money contributions, and in 2002 that proportion rose to 53 percent. The DSCC was even 

more dependent on soft money in 2000 (66 percent) and 2002 (61 percent). By 2008, the DSCC had 

overcome the loss of soft money while the NRSC had not (see figure 2-3). In 2002, the NRSC raised 

a total in hard and soft money combined of $124 million, or about $19 million less than the DSCC 

total. The NRSC saw total receipts drop to $75 million in 2004. Since then its total receipts have 

risen to $88 million in 2006 and to $93 million in 2008. 

The DSCC surpassed the NRSC in fundraising both among large and small donors in the 

2006 and 2008 election cycles. In 2006, the DSCC raised $10 million from max-out donors giving 

$26,700 each, compared to the NRSC only having raised over $2 million from such max-out donors 
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(see table 2-4). The NRSC had raised $6.1 million from this type of donor in 2004, which was still 

only about half as much as the DSCC had raised from max-out donors ($12.1 million). In 2008, the 

DSCC saw another substantial increase in money raised from these large donors, raising more than 

$26 million from this group. The NRSC made up ground from 2006, raising over $12 million. But 

the Democratic advantage among this group provided an important foundation for their electoral 

success in 2006 and  2008. 

 Like the RNC, the NRSC had a ñsmall donorò advantage. In 2002, for example, the NRSC 

raised $20.2 million from individuals each contributing $200 or less to the committee. This amount 

was more than double the money raised by the DSCC from this small donor category. The DSCC 

made headway among small donors in 2004, raising $21 million from small donors. In 2006 the 

NRSC and DSCC were about even in money raised from small donors, both raising $24 million. The 

NRSC had a slight edge over the DSCC among small donors in 2008, raising about $4.5 million 

more from this group, or $29.2 million.  

 

Candidate Giving 

 

 To varying degrees, incumbents have come to invest their own campaign resources in the 

team of fellow partisans seeking office. Generally in recent elections, Democrats have been more 

willing to contribute to their party committees. In the last two election cycles, Democratic 

incumbents gave $27 million to the DSCC, more than triple the donations of Republican incumbents, 

who gave $7.5 million to the NRSC. A similar pattern exists for the House, where Democratic 

incumbents gave the DCCC a combined $75 million  in the 2006 and 2008 election cycles and 

Republican incumbents gave the NRCC $54 million. Party leaders in each chamber stress member 

giving to their party committees. The Democrats, while in the minority especially stressed this theme 

as a way to help regain the majority. DSCC chair and New York senator Chuck Schumer and DCCC 

chairs Rahm Emanuel of Illinois and Chris Van Hollen of Maryland have been especially effective 

in securing member contributions.
35

  

 

Party Committee Receipts in the House (DCCC/NRCC) 

 

 Just as the Senate Democrats have emerged as the more successful party in fundraising in 

recent years, so too the House Democrats after 2008 can make that claim. Figure 2-4 plots total 

receipts for the DCCC and NRCC for the period 1994ï2008.  

The 2008 election cycle marks the first time in the 1978ï2008 period that the DCCC raised 

more money than the NRCC. More typically it has been the NRCC that raised more money 

The upward slope for the House Republicans is greatest after they gained the majority in the House 

in the 1994 midterm elections and then again in the 2000 and 2002 elections. The sharp increases for 

the House Democrats came with the 2000, 2006 and 2008 elections.  Both committees saw a 

downward dip in receipts in 2004, although the decline was not as great for the NRCC as for the 

DCCC. But in 2006 and then again in 2008, DCCC fundraising took off, climbing from $92 million 
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in 2004 to $137 million in 2006, and then to $171 million in 2008. In contrast, the NRCC raised 

$175 million in 2004, $176 million in 2006, and then precipitously dropped to $117 million in 2008.  

By 2006, the DCCC was raising more in hard money than it had raised in hard and soft 

money combined in 2002. Like its counterpart in the Senate, the DCCC has done much better than 

the NRCC among max-out donors since 2004. The committee raised $15.6 million from these high-

end donors in 2008 compared to the NRCCôs nearly $2.4 million (see table 2-4).  

Among the small donors who each contribute $200 or less to a congressional campaign 

committee, the NRCC long had a substantial edge over the DCCCðthrough 2004, almost a two-to-

one advantageðwith the NRCC raising nearly $50 million from small donors that year. Since then 

the NRCC has seen total dollars raised from small donors decline. At the same time the DCCC has 

seen an increase in 2006 and a slight drop in 2008. In 2008 both committees raised between $31 and 

$32 million from this type of donor. The challenge for the NRCC is clear: Reclaim small donors and 

more successfully tap into large donors. 

 

Interest Group Fundraising in 2008 

 

In addition to candidates and political party committees, interest groups raise and spend 

money to influence the outcome of federal candidate elections.  

Groups often form political action committees (PACs) for the purpose of political activity at the 

federal level. The first PAC organized under federal law was part of the Congress of Industrial 

Organizations and was formed in 1943. Frank Sorauf has noted that ñPACs proliferated slowly and 

somewhat silently until their sudden growth coinciding with the first years of the post-Watergate 

reforms,ò which set contribution limits to PACs five times higher than to individual candidates.
36

 In 

chapter 3 we will explore how PAC money was spent in 2008. 

 As noted, beginning in the 1996 election cycle, interest groups expanded their electioneering 

activities through what was called ñissue advocacy.ò This was in addition to money the AFL-CIO 

spent in these races in other ways, like PAC contributions and union-to-member communications. 

Issue advocacy can be financed through contributions to a group organized under one of several 

different sections of the Internal Revenue Service code. Some groups are organized under Section 

527 and others under Section 501(c). For the period before BCRA, spending by these groups was 

often difficult to track. In 2007ï08, groups raising funds as Section 527 or 501(c) organizations 

encountered some challenges in fundraising. Early in the cycle there were press reports about groups 

forming with substantial spending goals, but several of these groups were significantly less active 

than anticipated. 

Among the groups that either disbanded or spent much less than expected were Fund for 

America, Campaign to Defend America, the Alliance for a New America, and Progressive Media 

USA. These groups had varying reasons for not playing a larger role in the campaign. For example, 

early in the cycle, Fund for America had reported that it was planning on raising and spending in 
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excess of $100 million.
37

 In 2007 the group enjoyed substantial support from supporters such as 

billionaire George Soros and the SEIU, which each made multi-millionïdollar contributions to the 

group.
38

 As time progressed, however, the organization struggled to raise more money and in the end 

only spent about $12 million.
39

 Other groups, such as the Alliance for a New America, were 

organized around support for a particular candidate (John Edwards in their case) and largely stopped 

spending when that candidate dropped out of the race.
40

 

On a larger scale, however, the question remains: why was raising money for these groups 

different in 2007ï08? One reason is that candidates McCain and Obama made clear they did not 

want groups to form and campaign.
41

 McCainôs longstanding effort to limit outside groups was also 

a factor.
42

 Carla Eudy, finance advisor to McCain, asserted that ñon our side . . . I think that a lot of 

people who are out there who probably would have normally done a 527 know how the senator feels 

about them.ò
43

 

Another reason was change in the legal environment donors in the wake of the FEC fines 

against League of Conservation Voters 527, MoveOn.org Voter Fund, and Swiftboat Veterans and 

POWs for Truth Fund after the 2004 election.
44

 The actual fines imposed by the FEC were relatively 

modest and for some wealthy donors under other circumstances may not have been a deterrent. For 

others the warning from the FEC vice chair in 2008 that penalties could be larger given the 2004 

precedent may have created concern.
45

 The recession may have meant large donors were less likely 

to give to these groups. Even among groups who were active, like America Votes, raising money in 

2007ï08 was challenging. As the leader of America Votes in 2007ï08, Martin Frost said, ñthe FEC 

ruled that they [ACT] were raising money for the presidential campaign in 2004. We werenôt doing 

that. We were raising money for progressive efforts across the board in our target states.
46
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Alliances 

 

 There are also important interest group alliances or aggregations that raise and spend money 

to help elect candidates they like or defeat those they dislike. Over recent election cycles the interest 

group alliances supporting Democratic candidates have been more energized and better funded than 

those supporting Republicans. Examples of such alliances include the America Votes Coalition, 

which consisted of 51 groups in 2007ï08 who shared information and resources for a common goal 

of electing Democrats. Their stated goal is to work ñtogether to increase progressive voter 

registration and turnout.ò
47

 America Votes spent $24,491,324 in the 2007ï08 election cycle, or about 

$21 million more than it spent in 2003ï04.
48

 Table 2-5 provides a list of the groups that were part of 

America Votes in 2008.  

 Unions are among the most important participants in the America Votes coalition. After the 

Service Employees International Union (SEIU) and the Teamsters split off from the American 

Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) in 2005, some speculated 

that the union divide would lessen the overall spending by unions, but that does not appear to be the 

case. Another important union that typically supports Democrats is the American Federation of 

Teachers, which grows in numbers when combined with the teachers who belong to the state 

associations of the National Education Association. Participation in America Votes was one of the 

ways these different unions coordinated their activity in 2008.  

In 2006, Mike Lux of Progressive Strategies saw the aggregate union effort of the AFL-CIO, 

the coalition Change to Win (SEIU and six other unions), and the National Education Association as 

ñmore than in any earlier year.ò
49

 In 2008, the union effect was again record setting.
50

 Union 

alliances, including the AFL-CIO and Change to Win, in turn, often ran coordinated campaigns at 

the state and congressional district level.
51

  

 Competing unions are not the only Democratic-allied interest groups that have come to 

cooperate with each other through coordinating mechanisms like America Votes. An array of 

environmental groups, including the Sierra Club, League of Conservation Voters, Defenders of 

Wildlife, Natural Resources Defense Council, and Clean Water Action, have overlapping agendas 

and may compete for financial support of individuals. The same is true of pro-choice groups like 

Planned Parenthood, EMILYôs List, and NARAL Pro-Choice America. Other important regular 

participants under the Democratic tent include the trial lawyers, African American and Latino 

groups, and issue groups like Move-On. 

Interest groups can play an important role in steering donors to particular candidates. For 

example, in 2007ï08 ActBlue used the Internet to inform voters about progressive candidates and to 

collect donations in excess of $20 million in candidatesô behalf. Among our sample races, ActBlue 
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raised $2.4 million for Kay Hagen in the North Carolina U.S. Senate race, $430,000 for Tom Udall 

in the New Mexico U.S. Senate race, and $660,000 for Martin Heinrich in New Mexicoôs First 

Congressional District for U.S. House.
52

 Other groups who help link donors to candidates include 

EMILYôs List and the American Association for Justice (trial lawyers).  New to the 2007ï08 cycle 

was Slatecard.com, the Republican version of ActBlue, raising a combined nearly $650,000 for the 

60 Republican candidates who used the service to process their contributions.
53

  

 

Conclusion 

 

The numbers of individuals involved in contributing to candidates rose substantially in 2008. 

Explanations for this include an historic contest for the presidency, a charismatic candidate in 

Barack Obama, and important policy issues like the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and later in the 

campaign the economy. Technology also was part of the surge in individual contributions. The 

Obama and Paul campaigns both made the most extensive use of the Internet to date in fundraising, 

organizing and mobilizing. Outside groups like ActBlue and MoveOn also used the Internet to raise 

money. Whether online fundraising will extend to more and more candidates in the future is 

unknown but appears likely. 

BCRA was much debated prior to its passage in 2002 and some predicted its ban on soft 

money would spell the demise of the party system. That has not proven true. To the contrary, the 

Democratic party committees, who had been more dependent on soft money before BCRA, have 

turned to individual donors to out-raise the Republicans, at least at the congressional campaign 

committee level. 

As important as the surge in numbers of individuals contributing to candidates was to 2008, it 

is also the case that a big part of the story is the ability of candidates and parties to raise money from 

max-out donors. These high-level contributors were very important to Obamaôs early candidacy and 

remained important throughout the cycle. Their contributions have allowed the Democratic party 

committees to compete with the Republican party committees.  

The higher individual contribution limits provided through BCRA, both for contributions to 

candidates and, in the aggregate, for party committees, have meant candidates and party committees 

aggressively cultivate max-out donors andðwhen the cultivation is successfulðthese donors 

provide a substantial percentage of the overall funding. We turn now to chapter 3, where we examine 

how the record amount of money raised in 2007ï08 was spent. 
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Table 2-1 

Overall Spending in Federal Elections, 2000ï08 

 

 2000 2004 2008 

Presidential candidates
a
 645 958 1,829 

Congressional candidates
b
 978 1,099 1,297 

National Parties  

(federal)
c
 

544 1214 1,219 

National Parties (nonfederal)
d
 498 . . . . . . 

State and local parties 

(federal)
e
  

171 201 318 

State parties (nonfederal)
f
 330 67 94 

PACs
g
 320 532 767 

527s 101
h
 442

i
 258

j
 

501(c)s 10
k
 60

l
 196

m
 

Issue Advocacy
n
 248 . . . . . . 

Individual IE
o
 4 2 2 

 Total 3,833 4,575 5,981 

 
Source: Data compiled from David B. Magleby and the Center for the Study of Elections and Democracy, 2008 

Monitoring Campaign Spending and Trends in Electioneering Database (Brigham Young University, 2008). 
a
  Compiled from FEC data. Includes all spending by congressional candidates. Candidate transfers to party 

committees are deducted from the total to avoid double counting. 
b
 Compiled from FEC data. Includes all spending by national party committees including independent 

expenditures and coordinated expenditures on behalf of candidates. Contributions to candidates are deducted from the 

total to avoid double counting. 
c
  Compiled from FEC data. Transfers among party committees are deducted from total. 

d
 Compiled from FEC data. Includes all spending by state and local party committees, including money 

contributed to candidates, independent expenditures, and coordinated expenditures on behalf of candidates. The national 

party transfers were deducted from the Democratic and Republican state and local party disbursements. 
e
  Compiled from FEC data. Includes nonfederal (soft) share of state party expenses that must be paid with a mix 

of federal (hard) and some soft money during election cycle. 
f
  Compiled from FEC data. Total includes independent expenditures and internal communication costs made by 

PACs. PAC contributions to federal candidates are deducted from the total to avoid double counting. 
g
  Compiled from FEC data. Major transfers removed. Estimate is much lower than the actual amount because 527 

spending was only disclosed as of July 2000, due to the adoption of the new disclosure law. 
h
  See www.opensecrets.org/527s/index.php. Total includes spending by groups that were either thoroughly 

committed to federal elections or were heavily involved in federal elections but also doing substantial state and local 

work. Total includes electioneering communications made by 527 organizations. 
i
  Ibid. 
j
  Compiled from FEC data. Total includes independent expenditures made by 501(c) groups. 
k
  See www.cfinst.org/pr/prRelease.aspx?ReleaseID=71. Total includes groups spending at least $200,000 and 

consists of independent expenditures, electioneering communications, and other expenditures (including internal 

communication costs) made by 501(c) groups. 
l
  See www.cfinst.org/pr/prRelease.aspx?ReleaseID=221. Total includes groups spending at least $200,000 and 

consists of independent expenditures, electioneering communications, and other expenditures (including internal 

communication costs) made by 501(c) groups. 
m
  Compiled from Campaign Media Analysis Group data. This money was spent on broadcast ads in the top 75 

media markets between March 8 and November 7, 2008.  
n 
 Compiled from FEC data. Total includes independent expenditures made for or against candidates by individual 

donors. 
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Figure 2-1 

Percentage of Receipts Coming from Unitemized Contributions to Presidential Candidates 

 

 
 

Source: Bob Biersack, Deputy Press Officer, Federal Election Commission, email communication with David Magleby, 

March 4, 2009. 

Note: The vertical line near the beginning of September 2008 indicates the approximate date of the national party 

conventions. 
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Table 2-2 

U.S. Congress Candidate Receipts, 1998ï2008 

 

 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 

Senate $287,558,984  $436,974,083  $326,129,953  $497,552,011  $564,570,423  $434,118,284 

     Democrats $134,102,990  $230,359,011  $162,853,859  $250,584,207  $291,812,147  $237,288,625 

          Incumbents $66,941,216  $43,730,128  $90,985,155  $104,390,824 $139,051,926  $83,810,684 

          Challengers $43,616,521  $75,618,573  $38,846,764  $21,682,139 $109,302,306  $115,621,564 

          Open Seats $23,545,253  $111,010,310  $33,021,940  $124,511,244 $43,457,915  $37,856,377 

     Republicans $153,028,494  $203,801,884  $162,677,420  $246,106,883 $245,812,007  $196,134,447 

          Incumbents $68,577,760  $86,856,550  $53,995,589  $67,296,994 $120,303,223  $150,252,430 

          Challengers $70,258,720  $21,916,180  $70,313,677  $57,018,961 $75,639,245  $18,762,179 

          Open Seats $14,192,014  $95,029,154  $38,368,154  $121,790,928 $49,869,539  $27,119,838 

       

House $493,781,882  $610,366,228  $643,346,638  $708,521,445  $875,369,023  $1,005,236,732 

     Democrats $233,383,187  $286,733,602  $314,241,603  $307,367,059 $417,571,225  $561,037,705 

          Incumbents $128,722,292  $169,725,663  $174,481,270  $198,159,597 $210,153,848  $334,716,152 

          Challengers $44,484,497  $73,158,562  $62,778,999  $59,999,962 $136,112,213  $142,010,601 

          Open Seats $60,176,398  $43,849,377  $76,981,334  $49,207,500 $71,305,164  $84,310,952 

     Republicans $255,848,990  $317,681,341  $326,262,190  $399,248,418 $453,616,186  $440,799,146 

          Incumbents $164,944,830  $189,902,984  $194,616,852  $253,571,439 $322,419,094  $246,968,128 

          Challengers $48,349,114  $52,284,153  $43,333,093  $57,105,696 $50,083,624  $107,422,678 

          Open Seats $42,555,046  $75,494,204  $88,312,245  $88,571,283 $81,113,468  $86,408,340 

          

     Republicans $408,877,484  $521,483,225  $488,939,610  $645,355,301 $699,428,193  $636,933,593 

     Democrats $367,486,177  $517,092,613  $477,095,462  $557,951,266 $709,383,372  $798,326,330 

           

          Incumbents $429,885,757  $492,456,524  $514,817,068  $624,255,161 $791,928,091  $815,747,394 

          Challengers $210,495,003  $227,037,602  $216,730,694  $197,634,291 $375,276,926  $387,173,825 

          Open Seats $140,960,106  $327,846,185  $237,928,829  $384,184,004 $253,737,740  $236,433,797 

          

Total $781,340,866  $1,047,340,311  $969,476,591  $1,206,073,456 $1,439,939,446  $1,439,355,016 

 
Source: Bob Biersack, Deputy Press Officer, Federal Election Commission, email communication with Stephanie Curtis, 

May 8, 2009. 

Notes: Figures include receipts for all House and Senate campaigns.  Figures are what were reported by the campaigns, 

minus any money transferred between committees of the same campaign. 
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Table 2-3 

Hard Money, Soft Money, and Combined Receipts, 1996ï2008 

 
 

Hard Money Receipts 

 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 

DNC $108,372,562  $64,779,752  $123,997,509  $67,497,257  $394,411,997  $130,821,232  $260,111,657  

DSCC $30,798,424  $35,645,188  $40,488,666  $48,391,653  $88,655,573  $121,376,959  $162,791,453  

DCCC $26,623,493  $25,180,286  $48,394,476  $46,436,093  $93,168,931  $139,891,645  $176,210,540  

RNC $193,029,129  $104,048,689  $212,798,761  $170,099,094  $392,413,393  $243,007,131  $427,558,768  

NRSC $64,541,312  $53,423,388  $51,475,156  $59,161,387  $78,980,487  $88,812,386  $94,424,743  

NRCC $74,224,879  $72,708,311  $97,314,513  $123,615,586  $185,719,489  $179,549,131  $118,324,756  

Total D $221,613,028  $159,961,869  $275,230,680  $217,245,185  $678,759,807  $483,141,404  $763,340,182  

Total R $416,513,249  $285,007,168  $465,840,139  $424,140,589  $782,410,369  $602,256,988  $792,867,579  

 

Soft Money Receipts 

 1996 1998 2000 2002    

DNC $101,905,186  $56,966,353  $136,563,419  $94,564,827     

DSCC $14,176,392  $25,880,538  $63,717,982  $95,049,520     

DCCC $12,340,824  $16,865,410  $56,702,023  $56,446,802     

RNC $113,127,010  $74,805,286  $166,207,843  $113,928,997     

NRSC $29,395,329  $37,866,845  $44,652,709  $66,426,117     

NRCC $18,530,773  $26,914,059  $47,295,736  $69,677,506     

Total D $123,877,924  $92,811,927  $245,202,519  $246,061,149     

Total R $138,199,706  $131,615,116  $249,861,645  $250,032,620     
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Total of Hard and Soft Money Receipts 

 1996 1998 2000 2002 
2004 2006 2008 

(Hard only) (Hard only) (Hard only) 

DNC $210,277,748  $121,746,105  $260,560,928  $162,062,084  $394,411,997  $130,821,232  $260,111,657  

DSCC $44,974,816  $61,525,726  $104,206,648  $143,441,173  $88,655,573  $121,376,959  $162,791,453  

DCCC $38,964,317  $42,045,696  $105,096,499  $102,882,895  $93,168,931  $139,891,645  $176,210,540  

RNC $306,156,139  $178,853,975  $379,006,604  $284,028,091  $392,413,393  $243,007,131  $427,558,768  

NRSC $93,936,641  $91,290,233  $96,127,865  $125,587,504  $78,980,487  $88,812,386  $94,424,743  

NRCC $92,755,652  $99,622,370  $144,610,249  $193,293,092  $185,719,489  $179,549,131  $118,324,756  

Total D $345,490,952  $252,773,796  $520,433,199  $463,306,334  $678,759,807  $483,141,404  $763,340,182  

Total R $554,712,955  $416,622,284  $715,701,784  $674,173,209  $782,410,369  $602,256,988  $792,867,579  

 
Source: Federal Election Commission, ñParty Financial Activity Summarized for the 2008 Election Cycle: Party Support for Candidates Increases,ò press release, May 28, 

2009 (www.fec.gov/press/press2009/05282009Party/20090528Party.shtml [May 31, 2009]). 

Notes: The totals for each party do not equal the sum of the party committee receipts because the numbers provided by the FEC have been adjusted to account for transfers 

between party committees so as not to double count money in the total receipts. The totals also include state and local hard money receipts, which are not shown. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



    

  

52 

Figure 2-2 

DNC and RNC Total Receipts, 1994ï2008 

 

 
 
Source: Federal Election Commission, ñParty Financial Activity Summarized for the 2008 Election Cycle: Party Support 

for Candidates Increases,ò press release, May 28, 2009 

(www.fec.gov/press/press2009/05282009Party/20090528Party.shtml [May 31, 2009]). 
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Table 2-4  

Receipts from Individuals to National Party Committees, 2000ï2008 

 
 DNC RNC 

  2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 

Total Receipts $123,997,509 $67,497,257 $394,411,997 $130,821,232 $260,111,657 $212,798,761 $170,099,094 $392,413,393 $243,007,131 $427,558,768 

 Total Contributions from Individuals* $112,157,217 $55,623,021 $356,975,734 $117,948,743 $229,657,004 $193,181,420 $157,825,892 $350,368,907 $213,453,376 $375,761,630 

 Unitemized* $59,491,349 $37,820,051 $165,774,626 $73,197,298 $82,724,020 $91,052,511 $102,927,710 $157,091,853 $112,849,192 $152,211,824 

 Unitemized as % of Total from Individuals 53.04% 67.99% 46.44% 62.06% 36.02% 47.13% 65.22% 44.84% 52.87% 40.51% 

 Contributions at the Maximum Permitted* $11,040,000 $680,000 $43,350,000 $3,756,200 $41,284,632 $12,660,000 $2,980,000 $60,850,000 $801,000 $37,422,200 

 Maximum as % of Individual Total 9.84% 1.22% 12.14% 3.18% 17.98% 6.55% 1.89% 17.37% 0.38% 9.96% 

*Includes proceeds from Kerry Victory 2004 Joint fundraising effort. 

 DSCC NRSC 

  2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 

Total Receipts $40,488,666 $48,391,653 $88,655,573 $121,376,959 $162,791,453 $51,475,156 $59,161,387 $78,980,487 $88,812,386 $94,424,743 

 Total Contributions from Individuals $17,506,809 $20,168,297 $57,756,029 $87,232,426 $104,966,958 $33,999,707 $41,533,725 $60,811,444 $65,214,270 $71,035,209 

 Unitemized $8,408,898 $9,723,282 $21,179,393 $24,506,860 $24,614,931 $19,292,125 $20,231,352 $29,998,982 $24,525,559 $29,240,612 

 Unitemized as % of Total from Individuals 48.03% 48.21% 36.67% 28.09% 23.45% 56.74% 48.71% 49.33% 37.61% 41.16% 

 Contributions at the Maximum Permitted $1,640,000 $2,020,000 $12,175,000 $10,016,700 $26,163,500 $180,000 $320,000 $6,125,000 $2,132,600 $12,454,000 

 Maximum as % of Individual Total 9.37% 10.02% 21.08% 11.48% 24.93% 0.53% 0.77% 10.07% 3.27% 17.53% 

 

 

 
 DCCC NRCC 

  2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 

Total Receipts $48,394,476 $46,436,093 $93,168,931 $139,891,645 $176,210,540 $97,314,513 $123,615,586 $185,719,489 $179,549,131 $118,324,756 

 Total Contributions from Individuals $21,844,053 $19,393,788 $50,690,882 $83,158,357 $90,729,507 $67,010,001 $79,175,374 $145,858,047 $112,066,248 $74,929,413 

 Unitemized $9,932,524 $11,201,482 $25,141,719 $32,013,707 $30,873,707 $34,703,962 $39,673,242 $49,789,260 $42,369,374 $32,121,271 

 Unitemized as % of Total from Individuals 45.47% 57.76% 49.60% 38.50% 34.03% 51.79% 50.11% 34.14% 37.81% 42.87% 

 Contributions at the Maximum Permitted $1,040,000 $800,000 $6,675,000 $5,265,950 $15,618,000 $480,000 $180,000 $3,775,000 $186,900 $2,394,000 

 Maximum as % of Individual Total 4.76% 4.13% 13.17% 6.33% 17.21% 0.72% 0.23% 2.59% 0.17% 3.20% 

 
Source: Bob Biersack, Deputy Press Officer, Federal Election Commission, email communication with Stephanie Curtis, February 23, 2009. 

Notes: This table includes federal or ñhardò money only. Unitemized contributions from individuals are those which aggregate $200 or less in a calendar year from a 

single person. The maximum contribution from individuals was changed from $20,000 per year to $25,000 per year for the 2004 election cycle and to $26,700 in 2006. 
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Figure 2-3 

DSCC and NRSC Total Receipts, 1994ï2008 

 

 
 
Source: Federal Election Commission, ñParty Financial Activity Summarized for the 2008 Election Cycle: Party Support 

for Candidates Increases,ò press release, May 28, 2009 

(www.fec.gov/press/press2009/05282009Party/20090528Party.shtml [May 31, 2009]). 

Note: For 1994ï2002 the data points include both hard and soft money. 
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Figure 2-4 

DCCC and NRCC Total Receipts, 1994ï2008 

 

 
 
Source: Federal Election Commission, ñParty Financial Activity Summarized for the 2008 Election Cycle: Party Support 

for Candidates Increases,ò press release, May 28, 2009 

(www.fec.gov/press/press2009/05282009Party/20090528Party.shtml [May 31, 2009]). 
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Table 2-5 

2008 America Votes Partners 

 

21st Century Democrats 

League of United Latin American 

Citizens 

ACORN League of Young Voters 

AFL-CIO Moveon.org 

AFSCME My Rural America 

Alliance for Retired Americans NAACP Voter Fund 

American Association of Justice NARAL Pro-Choice America 

American Federation of Teachers 

National Association of Social 

Workers 

American Hunters and Shooters 

Association National Democratic Network 

Americans United for Change National Education Association 

Ballot Initiative Strategy Center National Jewish Democratic Council 

Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun 

Violence National Stonewall Democrats 

Campaign for Americaôs Future People for the American Way 

Campaign for Community Change Planned Parenthood Action Fund 

Change to Win Progressive Future 

Clean Water Action Progressive Majority 

Communities for Quality Education ProgressNow Action 

Defenders of Wildlife SEIU 

Democracia Ahora Sierra Club 

Democracy for America USAction 

EMILYôs List Vote Vets 

Health Care for America Now We Are America 

Hip Hop Caucus Womenôs Campaign Forum 

Human Rights Campaign Womenôs Voices Womenôs Vote 

INDNôs List Working America 

International Brotherhood of Teamsters Young Democrats of America 

League of Conservation Voters  

 
Source: America Votes website, http://www.americavotes.org/site/partner_summaries/ (accessed June 8, 2009). 
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 Every four years as the American public and media spend months preparing for and voting in 

a presidential election, it can be difficult to see American politics as a team sport. As the election 

nears, candidates are consistently at the center of nearly every story. Yet such a view of American 

elections is akin to watching a basketball game and seeing only Michael Jordan. As with many 

sports, although electoral politics in the United States is often greatly influenced by a single 

personality, it is ultimately a team activity that involves several players and participants. 

This chapter examines the spending by candidates, parties, and interest groups in their 

combined and independent efforts to elect candidates to federal office in 2007ï08. As discussed in 

chapter 1, we attempt to monitor how money is spent by all participants in the electoral process. We 

recognize that not all expenditures are reported and that we do not detect some campaign activity. In 

chapter 2, we explored how a record-setting near $6 billion was raised by candidates for federal 

office, political party committees, and allied interest groups. 

 

American Electoral Politics: The Players and the Team 

 

The composition of the two major teams in American politics is relatively stable. The 

Democratic team and the Republican team each include their candidates, their respective party 

committees, allied interest groups, and other donors. The two national party committees are very 

important, especially in funding and organizing the presidential race. The four party congressional 

campaign committees (described in chapter 2) help recruit and train candidates, conduct research 

that may be of use in election campaigns, and raise and spend money to help their party win House 

and Senate seats. As has been the case for at least the last decade, the party congressional campaign 

committees invest most of their money in a small number of competitive races. Some of those races 

are included in this study.  

  

Teamwork 

 

Though sports teams are generally closely directed by a coach, the law presumes that much 

of the activity of party committees and outside groups is independent of the candidate campaigns 

and therefore those activities legally cannot be coordinated with the candidate. This is a source of 

substantial frustration among political consultants and election operatives.  

Parties may donate a limited amount of money to candidates, and some of the spending 

activities of the party committees can be coordinated with the candidate, including voter 

mobilization efforts. Still, when candidates rely in greater measure on their party committees and 

outside groups to support, through independent expenditures, their fundraising and expenditures, as 

John Kerry did in 2004 and other candidates have in the past, they lose some measure of effective 

coordinated messaging and common priorities. Campaign media analyst Evan Tracey notes that the 

George W. Bush and John Kerry campaigns of 2004 and the Obama and McCain campaigns in 2008 

demonstrated that message coordination is often more important than the volume of communication 

coming from a campaign. In other words, Tracey said, ñin a lot of ways, message control is more 
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important sometimes than message tonnage.ò
1
 And message control over independent expenditures 

is all but impossible to (legally) achieve. 

To some extent this inability to coordinate runs counter to the ñteam sportò metaphor. As 

with the candidates not coordinating with the independent activities of their own party committees or 

allied groups, the party committees also are not allowed to coordinate with outside groups. The 

independent activities of the candidate on one side and the groups and parties on the other sometimes 

result in duplication of effort, inconsistent messages, and inefficiencies.  

 But coordination does exist to varying degrees among the interest groups on both sides. The 

Democrats have an advantage the Republicans have not yet created that coordinates strategy and 

priorities among allied interest groups. This coordinating mechanism is America Votes, a Section 

527 organization that brings together over 50 groups to share polling and strategy, and to coordinate 

which geographic areas and voters they intend to target.
2
 According to America Votes President 

Martin Frost, America Votes was created because ñthe major donors were tired of the fact that all the 

interest groups on the left didnôt talk to each other.ò
3
 The kind of teamwork demonstrated by 

America Votes in politics, even though the candidate was excluded, contributed to the success of 

Democrats in 2008. 

 

Candidate Effect 

 

 At the same time, however, having a star player on a team can positively affect the play of all 

involved. This effect was most pronounced among the Democratic team as Barack Obama, the 

nationôs first competitive African American presidential nominee, led a national movement of 

change that affected election outcomes at every level of government. 

The Barack Obama campaign alone raised $744.9 million and spent $729.5 million.
4
 

Obamaôs success in raising money in the nomination phase gave his campaign confidence it could 

raise much more than would come to the campaign in public funding. Turning down public funding 

had the additional advantage of no spending limitations. By contrast, the level of general election 

expenditure by the McCain campaign was limited when it accepted public funds.  

However, part of the expenditure gap the McCain campaign faced was made up by the 

Republican party through Republican National Committee (RNC) expenditures, including on voter 

mobilization efforts. For example, the RNC, as noted later in this chapter, spent $415.5 million in 

2007ï08. Much of the RNC expenditure was in support of the presidential candidacy of John 

McCain. Because Barack Obamaôs campaign continued to raise money for their own electioneering, 

rather than urge donors to give to the national party committee as McCain and other presidential 

standard bearers had in the past did, it is not surprising that the DNC expenditures were much less in 

2008 than they were in 2004, when John Kerry accepted public funding and urged donors to give to 

the party, or as compared to expenditures of the RNC in 2008. The better measure of expenditure by 

presidential candidates is therefore to aggregate their expenditures and some fraction of the national 

party committee expenditures. When we do that Obama and the DNC spent $737 million and 

McCain and the RNC spent $375 million. We recognize that not all RNC and DNC spending was for 

the presidential race, but at this point it is not possible to separate out presidential from non-

presidential spending. 

                                                 
1
 Evan Tracey, president, Campaign Media Analysis Group, telephone interview by David Magleby, May 20, 

2009. 
2
 ñAmerica Votes: About,ò http://www.americavotes.org/site/content/about/ (accessed April 20, 2008).  

3
 Martin Frost, president, America Votes, interview by David Magleby, January 29, 2009. 

4
 Federal Election Commission, ñCandidate Summary Reports: Barack Obama,ò 

http://herndon1.sdrdc.com/cgi-bin/cancomsrs/?_08+P80003338 (accessed May 22, 2009). 
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 The Obama campaign was built to exploit its fundraising potential. It was expansive in terms 

of the field in play, its advertising budget, and the scale of its field operation (voter contact, mail, 

phone, and voter mobilization). With its large fundraising advantage, the Obama campaign could 

afford to invest in more states, forcing the McCain campaign to use its more limited resources to 

play defense. States that fit this profile included Indiana, Montana, North Carolina, Virginia, and 

Georgia.  

 

Non-Candidate Expenditures 

 

As noted, candidates take the lead in fundraising and in most cases in campaign expenditures 

as well. But in highly competitive election contests, the amount of spending by non-candidate 

entities has rivaled or exceeded the candidate spending in recent years.
5
 In 2008, total spending by 

all federal general election candidates reached $3.1 billion , and if we look at those running in the 

nomination and general phases of 2007ï08 it hit $4.1 billionð37 percent more than the $3 billion 

spent by candidates on the 2004 federal campaigns.
6
  

Notwithstanding the soft money ban enacted through BCRA, non-candidate entities such as 

parties and interest groups spent more in 2008 than in any other cycle.
7
 This money was spent in 

efforts to persuade voters to support particular candidates and oppose others, to encourage them to 

register to vote, to learn who supports which candidates and with what levels of intensity, and to turn 

out voters who support the favored candidates.  

Another change in 2008 was the resource advantage the Democratic congressional campaign 

committees had, which allowed them to expand the field of competition and pick up seats. How they 

put those resources to use is a major theme of this chapter and the case studies later in the book. The 

ways interest groups spent money in federal elections changed in the amount spent, the emphasis 

given to spending on congressional races, and in the legal structure adopted by the groups doing the 

spending. Another change explored in detail in this chapter and chapter 4 is a move by several states 

to allow early voting and no-excuse absentee voting. These changes in turn impacted electioneering 

and voter mobilization efforts.  

 

Spending: When and How? 

 

Candidate, party, and group campaign organizations have choices in how they spend money 

to influence the outcome of an election. For example, the relative amount spent on television 

advertising compared to all other forms of spending is one choice a campaign must make. The extent 

to which a campaign does its own voter registration and mobilization is another. The major party 

candidates and their supporters in our electoral system begin with somewhat different operating 

assumptions about the role played by the candidates, party committees, and outside groups.  

The timing with which money is spent is also an important factor. In different phases of the 

campaign, money achieves different purposes. Money spent late in the campaign may not be 

                                                 
5
 David B. Magleby and Kelly D. Patterson, ñRules of Engagement: BCRA and Unanswered Questions,ò in 

The Battle for Congress: Iraq, Scandal, and Campaign Finance in the 2006 Election, ed. David B. Magleby 

and Kelly D. Patterson (New York: Paradigm, 2008), 22ï61; Kelly D. Patterson, ñSpending in the 2004 

Election,ò in Financing the 2004 Election, ed. David B. Magleby, Anthony Corrado, and Kelly D. Patterson 

(Washington, DC: Brookings, 2007), 68ï92. 
6
 Jonathan D. Salant, ñSpending on U.S. Elections Rose to Record $4.1 Billion in 2008,ò Bloomberg.com, 

January 8, 2009, http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601110&sid=afKpYPREWdJU (accessed 

June 9, 2009). .  
7
 ñSoft Money Political Spending by 501(c) Nonprofits Tripled in 2008 Election,ò Campaign Finance 

Institute, http://www.cfinst.org/pr/prRelease.aspx?ReleaseID=221 (accessed May 22, 2009). 
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effective, for example, in establishing an extensive field operation or in registering voters, which 

may need to occur significantly before the election. Similarly, in competitive election contests, it 

may be hard to find available television advertising slots at desirable times late in the campaign, as 

those may all have been purchased weeks before.  

During the 2008 campaign, the Barack Obama campaign encountered a similar, but unusual 

difficulty: they had ñsaturatedò the airwaves in some states and found it difficult to even locate air 

time available to purchase. One way Obama dealt with this ñdifficultyò was by purchasing his own 

satellite television channel on which he ran programming from his campaign on a continuous loop. 

 

Communication and Mobilization Spending: Presidential Race 

 

 Change and continuity were also themes in campaign communication and mobilization 

spending in 2008. Radio, with its lower price tag and niche markets, grew in importance, as did the 

use of new mediaðsome of it free to campaigns. At the same time, as the decades-long debate over 

negative ads continued, automated phone calls with inflammatory messages hammered voters in 

competitive states. And perhaps the biggest story, direct voter contacting succeeded because of 

record campaign expenditures to get out the vote (GOTV) and record volunteer enthusiasm. 

 

Television Expenditures 

 

According to data from the Campaign Media Analysis Group (CMAG), $1.2 billion was 

spent on televised campaign advertising during the 2004 calendar year, while more than 33 percent 

more ($1.6 billion) was spent during the 2008 calendar year. Of this spending in 2008, the largest 

amount came in candidate ads ($888.3 million), with much smaller investments coming in 

issue/policy ads ($381.7 million) and party ads ($154.4 million). Perhaps because of the heavy focus 

on the presidential race, total television spending in House and Senate races in the 2008 cycle was 

lower than in 2006 ($431 million versus $536 million).  

Further evidence of Obamaôs money advantage was his spending strategy on television, 

including more advertising on network television, where 60-second and 120-second Obama ads were 

not uncommon.
8
 In total, Obama shattered the record for advertising in a presidential campaign by 

spending $235 million on TV ads alone. Thatôs more than $100 million more than McCain spent and 

$47 million more than the previous candidate record.
9
 When RNC ads for the presidential race are 

combined with McCain spending, the Obama/McCain TV spending difference narrows to $74.7 

million.  

Statistics by the Campaign Media Analysis Group (CMAG) show that total television 

advertising spending on behalf of presidential candidates was $700 million over the 2007ï08 cycle, 

with $450 million of this coming from April 3, 2008, to Election Day. In the final month of the 

election, Obama outspent McCain three to one on ads, and overall the advantage was better than 1.5 

to one.
10

  

This spending mismatch was most evident a week before the election, when Obama 

purchased half-hour time slots on network and cable stations to lay out his platform. The program 

                                                 
8
 Ira Teinowitz, ñObama TV Advertising: More Spots, Longer Spots,ò TV Week, October 17, 2008, 

http://www.tvweek.com/news/2008/10/obama_tv_advertising_more_spot.php (accessed April 12, 2009).  
9
 Andrei Scheinkman, Xaquin G.V., and Stephan Weitberg, ñThe Ad Wars,ò New York Times, December 1, 

2008.  
10

 TNS Media, ñRole of Advertising in the 2008 U.S. Presidential Campaigns,ò November 6, 2008, 

http://s3.amazonaws.com/thearf-org-aux-assets/downloads/cnc/ad-effectiveness/2008-11-

06_ARF_AE_TNS.pdf (accessed April 20, 2009).  
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aired October 29 on NBC, CBS, Fox, Univision, MSNBC, and two cable networks that cater to 

African Americans, BET and TV One. The 8 p.m. time slot was selected to precede the start of a 

World Series game and the game was delayed to accommodate the program. Ross Perot was the last 

presidential candidate to buy network time in primetime for an extended campaign commercial; 

Perot ran eight ñinfomercials,ò with an average of 13 million viewers. Obamaôs commercial cost the 

campaign more than $3 million and was, in the words of columnist Jim Rutenberg, ñthe ultimate 

reflection of Mr. Obamaôs spending flexibilityò compared to McCainôs.
11

 Obama also ran ads in 

October around nationally broadcast Sunday football games. On one Sunday, according to CMAG, 

his advertising cost $6.5 million while McCainôs cost less than $1 million.
12

 

But again, presidential candidate spending on ads in 2008 must be evaluated alongside 

national party committee spending. McCain took advantage of a loophole in the public financing 

laws that allows candidates to evenly split the cost of their ads with the party, so long as the ads 

make at least a passing reference to the rest of the partyôs ticket. In essence, these hybrid ads allowed 

McCain to stretch his public funds spent on TV twice as far. He attempted to make maximum use of 

this by spending his public funds almost exclusively on adsðwhile leaving the RNC to finance field 

operations, micro-targeting, voter contact, and so on.  

Candidates first discovered this loophole in the 2004 elections.
13

 According to Paul Ryan of 

the Campaign Legal Center, The FEC attempted to set new rules about hybrid advertising, but never 

finalized them.
14

 Until October, nearly all of McCainôs ads in the general campaign were hybrids. 

Rick Davis, his long time advisor and senior aide said that ña vast majority of the campaignôs $22.5 

million ad spending in September was in these hybrid ads,ò
15

 bringing the McCain/RNC total of $30 

million a bit closer to Obamaôs September ad spending of $43 million.  

 

Cable  

 

Cable television provides a less expensive way to target some voters. For example, in 2004, 

the Bush campaign ran ads on the Golf Channel.
16

 In 2008, the Obama campaign spent roughly $20 

million to reach Latino voters, with more than $10 million of that amount going to Spanish-language 

television and radio.
17

 Obama made extensive use of cable advertising in many areas, but targeted 

some in particular. Timothy Kay of National Cable Communications has noted that 18 percent of 

Obamaôs spending in the Raleigh, North Carolina market was on cable, while 22 percent was used 

for the medium in the Charlotte market, higher than the proportion Obama spent on cable 

nationally.
18

 In Charlotte, Obama ran ads on 6 broadcast networks and 24 cable networks. Kay 

                                                 
11

 Jim Rutenberg, ñObama Infomercial, a Closing Argument to the Everyman,ò New York Times, October 28, 

2008.  
12

 Jim Rutenberg, ñNearing Record, Obama Ad Effort Swamps McCain,ò New York Times, October 18, 2008, 

A1. 
13

 Anthony Corrado, ñFinancing the 2004 Presidential General Election,ò in Magleby, Corrado, and Patterson, 

Financing the 2004 Election, 137.  
14

 Matthew Mosk, ñMcCain Ads Are Hybrid Vehicles, Washington Post, September 3, 2008, 

http://voices.washingtonpost.com/44/2008/09/09/mccain_ads_are_hybrid_vehicles.html (accessed May 27, 

2009). 
15

 Jim Kuhnhenn, ñMcCain has $47 million to Spend in October,ò The Guardian, October 20, 2008. 
16

 Jim Rutenberg, ñThe 2004 CampaignðAdvertising: Campaigns Use RV Preferences to Find Voters,ò New 

York Times, July 18, 2004.  
17

 Miriam Jordan and Leslie Eaton, ñBig Turnout of Latino Voters Boosted Obama,ò Wall Street Journal, 

November 6, 2008, A10. 
18

 Memo from Timothy Kay, National Cable Communications director of political strategy, March 28, 2009, 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/business/companies/nbc_universal/index.html?inline=nyt-org
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/business/companies/cbs_corporation/index.html?inline=nyt-org
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concludes that ñthis expansion to 30 networks from traditional days of a combination of three to six 

broadcast and cable networks really captured the ratings.ò Before election day Obamaôs campaign 

would air ads on networks as disparate as Lifetime and HGTV, which ñhave heavy skew towards 

women,ò and ESPN and FX, which ñskew toward men.ò
19

  

Candidates also used cable news stations like CNN and Fox as a way to generate evening 

news coverage of new ads. Evan Tracy of CMAG observes that in 2008 candidates timed the release 

of new ads for ñabout 3:30 PM or 4:00 PM Eastern Time, which is the Cable TV Prep Hour.ò
20

 Such 

timing was intended to generate cable news reporting on the new ads during news programming.  

Political Scientist Darrell West has labeled such ads ñvaporò ads. He points to one vapor ad by 

McCain that generated substantial media attention. He states that ñalthough it aired infrequently, it 

accused Obama of supporting comprehensive sex education for kindergarten children because of a 

law he had cosponsored while in the Illinois Senate.ò West continues by saying that, ñthe ad was 

misleading because the intent of the legislation was to protect young kids from sexual predators, not 

to indoctrinate them with sexual content.ò West found that both Obama and McCain campaigns used 

vapor ads.
21

 

 

Radio 

 

While less is spent on radio, it also remains a medium that is used to reach particular 

audiences. Perhaps unexpectedly, campaign use of radio in 2008 was up when compared with 2004. 

Characterizing the decision by both campaigns to include radio advertising at record amounts, Evan 

Tracey asserts that ñwhat was old is new again. . . . Radioôs made a comeback.ò
22

 Tracey also 

observes, though, that the Obama and McCain campaigns appeared to have chosen to use radio for 

very different reasons: Obama because he had ñsaturatedò other forms of media in many locations, 

and McCain because data indicated that radio might contact his base more efficiently and effectively 

than television. 

 

Tone of Presidential Ads 

 

There were not only differences in the two general election candidatesô spending on 

communication but also differences in tone. The McCain campaignôs advertising was seen by voters 

as more negative in tone. The candidates swapped accusations about the othersô negative advertising. 

Obama told McCain that ñyour ads, 100 percent of them have been negative.ò McCain was also 

quoted as saying, ñSenator Obama has spent more money on negative ads than any political 

campaign in history.ò
23

 

                                                                                                                                                                   
p. 2. 

 
19

 Notes from interview with Timothy Kay, March 28, 2009. 
20

 Tracey, interview. 
21

 Darrell West, Air Wars: Television Advertising in Election Campaign 1952ï2004 (Washington, DC: CQ 

Press, 2005).  
22

 Tracey, interview. 
23

 Jim Rutenberg, ñNearing Record, Obama Ad Effort Swamps McCain,ò New York Times, October 17, 2008. 
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A more neutral measure of negativity comes from the Wisconsin Advertising Projectôs 

assessment that a slightly higher percentage of the McCain campaignôs ads were negative (77 

percent) than the Obama campaignôs ads (63 percent). The joint McCain/RNC ads were 80 percent 

negative.
24

 Exit polls indicate that more voters thought McCain attacked Obama unfairly (64 

percent) than thought the reverse (49 percent).
25

 Of course, with most voters unlikely to distinguish 

between all candidate-purchased ads and interest group or party ads, the candidates themselves were 

not able to control the perceived tone of all messages. This may have partially been behind 

McCainôs assertion that ñthere is no place for [negative] campaigning, the American people donôt 

want it, period. . . . I understand that it moves numbers, negative ads do all that, but that doesnôt 

mean itôs right.ò
26

 

 

New Media 

 

 Several new forms of media were used more extensively in the 2008 election than they have 

been before. These newer forms include online multimedia, video games, and online social 

networking. Political scientist and media expert Darrell West writes that ñthe 2008 presidential 

contest became the first truly digital campaign in the United States, much as 1960 represented the 

countryôs first television election.ò
27

 Past studies of the Internet and websites have found their modes 

of communication most effective in helping with organization and mobilizing people already 

interested in the candidate.
28

 

Regarding Internet advertising in the 2008 presidential election, only the top-tier campaigns 

seemed to make effective use of it. Less than $50 million of total advertising spending was for the 

Internet, and the ads were geared mostly toward fundraising and grassroots organizing. The most 

effective use of the Internet likely was in the extensive press coverage it generated for the campaigns 

and the manner in which it allowed campaign supporters to easily become more involved in 

campaign activities.  

 One vital Internet medium that consistently played a large role in 2008 was free video 

posting on sites like YouTube. A relatively newðand freeðservice, YouTube allowed instant 

access to both official campaign materials and multimedia created by supporters. The site became 

immensely popular during the election and by October, an estimated 40 percent of registered voters 

had watched campaign videos online; this coincided with nearly 2.3 billion viewings of YouTube 

                                                 
24

 TNS Media, ñRole of Advertising in the 2008 U.S. Presidential Campaigns,ò November 6, 2008, 

http://s3.amazonaws.com/thearf-org-aux-assets/downloads/cnc/ad-effectiveness/2008-11-

06_ARF_AE_TNS.pdf (accessed April 20, 2009).  
25
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(accessed June 9, 2009). 
26
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27
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videos mentioning either Obama or McCain.
29

 Michael Nelson notes that YouTube helped 

campaigns legitimize the ñvaporò or ñghostò ads, described above.
30

  

Joe Trippi, a Democratic media strategist who worked for Howard Dean in 2004 and John 

Edwards in 2008, argues that online videos are more effective than television ads because viewers 

choose to watch them or receive them from a friend instead of having their television shows 

interrupted. And the savings is unbelievable. ñThe campaignôs official stuff they created for 

YouTube was watched for 14.5 million hours,ò Trippi says. ñTo buy 14.5 million hours on broadcast 

TV is $47 million.ò
31

  

At the same time, there are clear limits to the effectiveness of Internet advertising and 

contact, argues Evan Tracey of the Campaign Media Analysis Group ,which monitors TV 

advertising: Campaign Internet content is ñhung out there for the thirsty to drink from. If youôre 

interested in Barack Obama and somebody emails you the Will.I.Am video, you watch it.ò
32

 Tracy 

further questions the impact of Internet advertising because some who watch do so multiple times, 

others are not eligible to vote, while others watch for the celebrities and are not connecting to the 

election. 

The Obama campaign also broke new ground in order to reach an elusive demographicð

young male votersðby buying ad space in video games. The virtual Obama ads resembled 

billboards or other signage in nine video games, including Guitar Hero, Burnout Paradise, and EA 

Sportsô NHL 09. The ads promoted the campaignôs website and also early voting, which is allowed 

in more than 30 states. Obamaôs diverse approach to advertising didnôt just reach more people; it 

possibly ñhelped mask some of [his] rougher attacks on his rivalò by diffusing the negative messages 

among many upbeat messages.
33

  

 

Phones and Direct Mail 

 

 Phone calls have long been a tool for reinforcing messages and canvassing voter intentions. 

In 2008, the McCain campaign expanded the use of phones as means of persuasion, including a joint 

McCainïRNC ñblitzò of recorded automated calls (sometimes called ñrobo-callsò) criticizing 

Obama.
34

 In mid-October, the New York Times reported that ñvoters in at least 10 swing states are 

receiving hundreds of thousands of automated telephone callsðuniformly negative and sometimes 

misleadingðthat the Republican Party and the McCain campaign are financing this week as they 

struggle to keep more states from drifting into the Democratic column.ò
35

 Campaign management 
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expert Dennis Johnson documented a 30-second robo-call beginning, ñHello. Iôm calling for John 

McCain and the RNC because you need to know that Barack Obama has worked closely with 

domestic terrorist Bill Ayers, whose organization bombed the U.S. Capitol, the Pentagon, a judgeôs 

home, and killed Americans.ò
36

  

Consistent with past studies we have conducted, voters in competitive contests received a 

significant amount of postal mail from those seeking to persuade them to vote against one candidate 

or for another. For example, voters in New Mexicoôs First District received 127 unique pieces of 

mail from candidates, parties, and groups in 2008 while voters in Colorado received 112 unique 

pieces for their 2008 Senate race. See the case study chapters for more details and descriptions of 

specific mailers. 

 

Direct Voter Contact 

 

 The overall expenditure and volunteer effort devoted to direct voter contacting and voter 

mobilization was higher in 2008, and there was less partisan balance in this activity than in 2000 or 

2004. Democrats and their allies benefitted from the Obama campaignôs emphasis on the ground 

game, while McCain and the Republican suffered from an ñenthusiasm gap.ò 

Competitive campaigns utilize multiple modes of direct voter communication. A phone call 

may be followed by a postcard or email, which is followed by a paper or electronic letter asking for a 

campaign contribution or attacking the opposing candidate. The candidates, party committees, and 

interest groups keep records of their interactions with voters throughout the process. These databases 

are mined by the campaigns to model what additional messages should be targeted at particular types 

of voters and, as the election approaches, to track who has and has not voted.  

 

Field Staff and Volunteers 

 

As the case studies in this volume show, the money advantage the Obama campaign had 

meant they could sustain a much larger candidate field operation than any Democrat in recent 

memory. As former congressman and 2007ï08 president of America Votes Martin Frost said, ñThe 

[2008] cycle was different fundamentally because of the wide ground game that the presidential 

campaign had, that Obama had. . . . In 2004, America Coming Together basically did the field 

program or large parts of the field program that the Kerry campaign otherwise would have done if 

theyôd had the resources and the people.ò
37

 Jon Carson, Obamaôs field director, when asked how the 

field operation compared to Kerryôs or Goreôs, estimated, ñItôs far bigger . . . I think itôs at least 

twice as big.ò
38
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Central to the Obama field operation were volunteers. The Obama campaign recruited more 

than two million supporters to participate in the campaignôs online social networking alone.
39

 Field 

Director Jon Carson spoke of coordination among paid staff and volunteers as a useful supplement to 

paid staff. And Carsonôs best achievement: ñI think the most important thing we did was to learn 

how to best use [volunteers] as really an extra layer of staff.ò Carson described how Obamaôs 

campaign in 2008 used supporters in states not as critical to the campaign to reach voters in the more 

critical states: 

There were two very distinct organizations. There were the targeted states and then 

there were the non-targeted states. The fact that we did have an organization in the 

non-targeted states, I think was unusual. It was primarily focused at finding out of 

state volunteers. To just give you a sense of scale in the [final] four days [of the 

election, October 31 ï November 3, 2008, our non-targeted states focused on making 

calls into the targeted states and they made 13,000,000 of them. . . . We had an 

unbelievably large total of people willing to give 10 to 40 hours or more a week of 

their time.
40

  

Involving volunteers from non-battleground states to campaign in battleground states was 

also an important part of the Bush/RNC 72 Hour Task Force in 2004.
41

 Such volunteer programs 

were again important in 2008. McCain deputy campaign manager Christian Ferry notes that McCain 

volunteers in such programs exceeded preliminary goals for voter contact and were especially 

energized by McCainôs selection of Sarah Palin as the partyôs vice-presidential nominee.
42

 To 

manage volunteers, the Obama campaign relied on a combination of paid staff, who received salaries 

and benefits, and per-diem employees. In the words of New York Times reporters Michael Luo and 

Mike McIntire, ñboth campaigns have relied heavily on volunteers. The Obama campaign has 

increased its ranks beyond salaried employees who receive regular paychecks and benefits by 

enlisting hundreds of local per diem workers for get-out-the-vote efforts. . . . The McCain campaign 

has reported relatively little per diem expenditure.ò
43

  

 

Candidate Visits and Events 

 

 One measure of the importance of a state is the frequency of candidate visits to a state in the 

general election phase (after the party conventions). Table 3-1 presents the visits Obama and 

McCain made to our five sample states in this period.
44

 Among these states, the two nominees gave 
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