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The differences in amounts raised and spent at elections in the UK and USA are substantial

Party funding
UK vs USA

US funding facts 
	■ The total costs of the 2020 presidential 

and congressional elections were estimated 
to be $14 billion.

	■ Spending in 2020 was more than 
double the $ 6.5 billion cost of the previous 
presidential/congressional election cycle 
in 2016.

	■ The $6.6 billion of spending in the 2020 
presidential race was more than the entire 
2016 election cycle.

	■ Four Senate races alone surpassed 
the $200 million spending mark: North 
Carolina ($273 million), Iowa ($224 million), 
South Carolina ($208 million) and Arizona 
($205 million).

Comparative approaches
Approaches may focus on whether arrangements for the funding of political 
parties are appropriate:

	■ Structural theories stress the connections and relationships that exist 
between political parties and their donors. State-funded parties would be less 
independent, less alert to the demands of members and voters, and less able 
to challenge existing constitutional or governmental arrangements.

	■ Cultural approaches stress that donating to a political party is as 
fundamental a right as financially supporting any cause, interest or charity. A 
system of state funding for political parties would fly in the face of the most 
basic principles of a pluralist liberal democracy.

	■ Rational theories emphasise that state funding may entrench existing party 
strengths, seeing established parties continuing to enjoy the lion’s share of 
available funds, and likely collusion to keep out new parties that threaten to 
dilute income streams.

UK funding imbalances
In the UK, the funding imbalances are 
growing. In 2019, the Conservatives 
surpassed their record of £25 million 
raised in the lead-up to the 2017 election. 
With 44 of the top 50 political donors in 
the UK supporting the Conservatives, the 
party raised over £37 million during the 
2019 election campaign, while 90% of the 
Labour Party’s 2019 campaign funds came 
from union support. The Unite trade union 
alone gave the Labour Party £4.9 million in 
the last quarter of 2019, highlighting the 
significance of its ongoing importance to 
the Labour Party.

USA 2020
So who raised and spent the most in the USA in 2020? 
Joe Biden became the first candidate in US history to raise 
more than $1 billion through his campaign. Donald Trump 
had raised just over $600 million at that point. According 
to CNN, Democratic spending by candidates and aligned 
outside groups was estimated at $7 billion. Republican 
spending was just over half this amount, at $3.8 billion. 
However, some of the spending gap is explained by the 
fact that the Democrats had a competitive (and congested) 
presidential primary phase, while Republicans did not.

Michael Bloomberg
Bloomberg spent more than $900 million on his failed 
bid for the White House, the most ever for a self-funded 
politician in American history. According to the New York 
Times, the former mayor of New York spent more than $500 
million on television advertising and $100 million on digital 
ads. During the course of his roughly 100-day campaign, 
staff numbers rose to over 2,000.

UK funding facts
	■ UK political parties received the largest 

ever total for financial donations in a single 
year in 2019.

	■ At over £113 million, 2019’s total was 
more than £40 million higher than the 
previous record year (2017, also a general 
election year).

	■ The Conservative Party received far 
more than all the other parties put together 
during the campaign.

	■ The Liberal Democrats received the UK’s 
biggest ever single political donation of 
£8 million. After publicly stating in 2016 
that he would never again back party-
political causes, Lord Sainsbury donated 
the record sum to the Lib Dems in 2019. 
The donation beat the previous record of 
£5 million, donated to the Conservative 
Party in 2001 by John Paul Getty. However, 
it did little to swing the Liberal Democrats’ 
electoral fortunes — they lost their leader 
and secured just 11 seats.

Research and discuss
Do the 2019 and 2020 election cycles in the UK and USA enhance or diminish 
the case for the state funding of political parties?
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Joe Biden at a fundraising dinner 
for his presidential campaign


