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Comparative politics
Campaign finance in the USA and UK

Simon Lemieux
Simon Lemieux compares the nature and extent of campaign finance 
in US and UK elections and examines the debates surrounding this

AQA Section 3.2.2.4 requires an analysis and evaluation of 
the debates in the UK and USA surrounding campaign and 
party finance.

Edexcel Section 6.2.9 of Component 3 requires an 
understanding of debates around campaign finance and 
party funding in the UK and USA.

Exam links 

Of all the comparative topics in A-level 
politics, campaign finance and the role 
of money in elections is one of the most 
complex. This is for a number of reasons:

 ■ The laws that deal with money and politics, such 
as the 2002 Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA 
or McCain-Feingold bill), are themselves quite 
complicated.

 ■ Especially in the USA, the rules have been altered 
(and largely relaxed) as a result of court cases such as 
Citizens United.

 ■ There is a lot of complicated terminology, such as 
hard/soft money, dark money and ‘issue advocacy’.

 ■ Both politicians and donors seek and find ways to 
get round the law.

This article will argue that money is far more 
prominent in US elections than in the UK, and also 
much more difficult to regulate. It will also discuss 
whether campaign finance is desirable or not. In 
essence is the pound actually ‘better’ if not necessarily 
‘stronger’?

The total cost of the 2016 US elections (presidential, 
congressional and state) was calculated by the 
independent OpenSecrets website at just under  
$6.5 billion. In contrast, the 2017 UK general election 
saw a total expenditure by all parties of £41.6 million. 
What are the main reasons for this disparity?

Different laws
UK
Election expenditure is tightly controlled in the UK 
by the Electoral Commission under the terms of the 
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2000 Political Parties, Elections and Referendums 
Act (PPERA), and individual candidate expenditure is 
restricted under the 1983 Representation of the People 
Act. In essence, a national party is allowed to spend 
£30,000 per constituency contested, so a party fighting 
in all UK seats can spend a maximum of £19.5 million 
in the campaign period.

In addition, an individual candidate may spend 
roughly £10,000–£16,000 in the 25 days before an 
election depending on the size of the constituency. 
These rules are enforced and in 2017 the Conservatives 
were fined £70,000 for spending irregularities in  
15 constituencies. 

USA
By contrast, election finance laws in the USA are much 
looser and more opaque. While there are restrictions 
on direct donations (hard money) to candidates and 
parties — for example, an individual is only allowed 
to donate a maximum of $2,700 to an individual 
candidate and $5,000 to a political party per election 
cycle — there are effectively few restrictions on 
independent campaign expenditure (soft money).

Not surprisingly, the large bulk of election 
expenditure is soft money raised and spent by outside 
organisations such as PACs and superPACs. These 

are financed by pressure groups or rich individual 
donors, such as the billionaire casino owner Sheldon 
Adelson who donated $30 million to a pro-Republican 
conservative superPAC for the 2018 midterms, having 
donated $86 million in the 2016 elections.

There is no equivalent in the UK to soft money and 
pressure group involvement in election campaigns. For 
example, when the anti-hunting pressure group the 
League Against Cruel Sports donated £50,000 to the 
general funds of the Labour Party in the run up to the 
1979 election, it was subsequently found to be breaching 
its own objectives and the money had to be returned.

Political advertising
There are also legal differences in the opportunities to 
spend. Political ads on television are tightly regulated 
in the UK. The major parties are allocated free airtime 
on the main channels for a set number of Party Election 
Broadcasts (PEB). They are unable to purchase any more.

In the USA, groups and candidates face no such limits, 
leading viewers especially in swing states to be inundated 
with political adverts. In the 2016 election, according 
to the website www.statista.com, a staggering 124,732 
television ads were aired for Bernie Sanders alone and he 
did not even win the Democrat nomination let alone the 
election. By contrast, Hillary Clinton aired 105,376 ads 
and victor Donald Trump only 33,050.

Different political cultures
UK
In the UK the trade unions have often been major 
financial backers of the Labour Party since 
its foundation in 1900, while businesses have 

Classroom debate
Do you think donating to political parties and candidates 
should be an unlimited right in the UK and USA?

Classroom debate

Activity 

Expenditure on elections in the UK is tightly controlled; this billboard 
was part of a campaign in 2018 for a People’s Vote on Brexit
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traditionally favoured donating money to 
the Conservatives.

USA
It could be argued that there is a much 
greater and longer tradition of wealthy 
individuals and institutions making 
political donations in the USA. The  
1st Amendment of the US Constitution 
has also made it harder to restrict political 

donations as these are often seen as an extension of 
the right to political expression and activity. Again, 
this is an element missing from the UK political 
landscape with its lack of such entrenched rights and 
the supremacy of parliamentary law.

Different electoral systems
Fundraising

In the USA, much fundraising is undertaken by individual 
candidates, reflecting the more candidate-focused nature 
of US elections. By contrast in the UK, fundraising and 
political donations are much more centred on parties 
than candidates. In part this is because of the stringent 
laws that apply to individual candidates’ ability to raise 
and spend money at election time.

Size and number of elections
There is also the sheer size and number of elections 
in the USA to consider. Money is poured not only into 
the presidential and congressional races, but also into 

state races, local elections and the various forms of 
direct democracy, especially ballot initiatives. In the 
relatively low-profile elections to local school boards 
back in 2010, 10% of elected members in large school 
districts spent over $25,000. 

By contrast, although there are some regional and 
national referendums in the UK, local elections and, 
currently, European elections, overall there is nothing 
like the same number of elected posts. For example, 
no judges are elected in the UK as happens with many 
lower tier judges in the USA.

Different approaches by the courts
USA

The main piece of US campaign finance reform 
legislation, the BCRA, has been successfully watered 
down by several key court rulings. Most notably the 
2010 SpeechNow and Citizens United cases extended  
1st Amendment rights to unions and public 
corporations, and essentially allowed the emergence 
of superPACs that could raise and spend unlimited 
sums directly promoting a candidate or cause, or more 
frequently, attacking another candidature via ‘attack 
ads’. The only proviso was that the work of a superPAC 
must not officially be coordinated with a candidate’s 
own campaign. Many would argue that such a divide 
merely constitutes a ‘paper wall’.

The 2014 McCutcheon case further weakened the  
BCRA by ruling unlawful the aggregate contribution 
limits then in place. In essence this means a wealthy 
individual may directly donate a maximum of $2,700 
to as many candidates as they like — previously it was 
limited to a total of $123,000. 

WHILE ELECTION 
EXPENDITURE IS 
TIGHTLY CONTROLLED 
IN THE UK, ELECTION 
FINANCE LAWS IN 
THE USA ARE MUCH 
LOOSER AND MORE 
OPAQUE

Nearly 125,000 adverts for Bernie Sanders 
were aired during his campaign for the 
Democratic nomination
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experienced author. 

IN THE UK, 
FUNDRAISING 
AND POLITICAL 
DONATIONS ARE 
MUCH MORE 
CENTRED ON PARTIES 
THAN CANDIDATES

1 ‘Campaign finance should not be regulated in either the 
USA or the UK.’ Analyse and evaluate this statement. 
(AQA-style)

2 Analyse the ways in which political parties and 
candidates are funded in the UK and USA. In your answer 
you must consider the relevance of a least one comparative 
theory. (Edexcel-style)

Exam-style questions Exam-style questions

The official report on finance and the 2017 UK general 
election can be found in this report from the Electoral 
Commission: www.tinyurl.com/ybkcg8ea

An interesting piece on the link between political donations 
in the UK, including a link to a more detailed academic paper 
on the subject: www.tinyurl.com/yddoncnv

For the USA, the excellent www.opensecrets.org will 
reveal all you need to know about who gave what to whom 
and when. It also demystifies a lot of the technical jargon 
and is refreshingly non-partisan and politically neutral.

A good overview of the 2016 US election and campaign 
finance: www.tinyurl.com/y97qrzdn

A humorous take on US politics and money, including a 
cartoon with super villains video:  
www.tinyurl.com/y7agghm3

A more serious in-depth discussion on US campaign finance 
video: www.tinyurl.com/ycrvqtff

Further reading and video links Further reading and video links

UK
The courts in the UK by contrast have been supportive 
in defending and enforcing rules on campaign finance. 
For example in 2018, the pro-Brexit Vote Leave 
campaign group was found to have broken spending 
laws by exceeding spending limits by making a 
donation to another Brexit-backing group, BeLeave.

The debate over campaign finance
Here perhaps there is more similarity between the two 
countries.

Arguments in favour of private donations
The arguments used in both countries in support of 
private donations to political parties and candidates 
include:

 ■ It is a legitimate and effective way for pressure 
groups, including both unions and employers’ 
organisations, to exert influence. It is simply another 
form of political participation.

 ■ In a democracy, all groups and individuals should be 
free to raise and spend money on political campaigns 
and candidates. It is simply an extension of the right to 
free political expression, a bedrock of any democracy.

 ■ The main alternative, state funding of election 
campaigns and parties, would lead not only to higher 
public spending, but also to taxpayer money going 
to parties and candidates of which they strongly 
disapproved. Politics like economics should be kept to 
the free market.

Arguments in favour of tight 
controls on expenditure
Among the arguments in favour of tight controls 
on election expenditure frequently heard in both 
countries are:

 ■ A largely unregulated system favours the rich 
and wealthy interests at the expense of the more 
marginalised and poorer groups in society. It enables 
the political elites to retain their hold on power and 
government policies.

 ■ It tends to favour established candidates and parties, 
especially in the USA where incumbents routinely 
outspend their opponents. For example in 2016, the 
average winner in a House election spent around  
$1.5 million while the average loser spent around 
$350,000, a 4:1 spending advantage.

 ■ Rich donors rarely give out of pure principled 
altruism. Nowhere is the saying ‘There is no such thing 
as a free lunch’ truer than in politics. In the USA it may 
well take the form of favourable drafting of regulations 
to suit a wealthy corporate donor’s interests. As Trump 
himself said, ‘As a businessman you wanna be friendly 
with everyone’. In the UK it may take the form of 
honours, including ultimately a peerage. An academic 
study published in 2015 showed that making major 
political donations substantially increased the chances 
of securing membership of the House of Lords. 

Conclusion: have the 
pound and the dollar been 
devalued equally?
Although the material above might suggest 
that the US dollar is more pre-eminent 
than the British pound in terms of election 
spending, there is perhaps something of a 
sting in the tail for big money politics in 
both countries. While it is undoubtedly 
true that greater financial resources can help swing an 
election, they are far from buying the outcome.

A couple of recent examples suggest that in both 
countries money is perhaps a slightly weaker political 
currency than we might assume. In the UK 2017 
election, the Tories outspent Labour by £7.5 million 
only to do worse than they had in 2015, while in the 
USA, loser Hillary Clinton raised and outspent Donald 
Trump by a margin of almost 2:1. So although campaign 
finance might be complex and controversial, and also 
rather contrasting between the UK and USA, perhaps 
voters on both sides are becoming harder to buy?
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