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Obama snapped back in the second and third 
debates, and polls showed that voters considered 
him the winner. By Election Day he had returned to 
his pre-debate standing in the polls.

Money Winning—or even losing—a presiden-
tial campaign involves serious money. The presi-
dential candidates in 2012 spent a total of more 
than $2 billion, almost double what was spent by 
the presidential candidates in 2004, which had 
doubled what was spent in 2000. The data in Figure 
14.2 show this striking upward trend, which came 
about despite significant fundraising limits put into 
place by the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act 
(BCRA).

This torrent of cash is used to cover the costs of 
all the activities just discussed: campaign profes-
sionals, polling and travel for the candidates and 
often their spouses (along with the accompanying 
staff and media), with the biggest share going to the 
production and purchase of media advertising. The 
campaign costs for all federal offices in 2008 came 
in at about $5.3 billion, or just over $18 for every 
man, woman, and child in the country.89 Of course, 
the 2012 expenditures easily top all previous 
records.

Where does all this money come from? To make 
sense of the changing world of election campaign 
finance, we need to start by defining the different 
kinds of campaign contributions, each with different 
sources and regulations:

�� Government matching funds are given, in the 
primary and general election campaigns, to 
qualified presidential candidates who choose to 
accept them and to spend only that money. The 
funds come from citizens who have checked the box 
on their tax returns that sends $3 ($6 on joint 
returns) to fund presidential election campaigns. The 
idea behind the law is to more easily regulate big 
money influence on campaign finances, to ensure a 
fair contest, and to free up candidates to communi-
cate with the public. For primary elections, if a 
candidate raises at least $5,000 in each of twenty 
states and agrees to abide by overall spending limits 
(almost $55 million in 2012), as well as state-by-state 
limits, the federal government matches every contri-
bution up to $250.

This same fund has in the past fully financed both 
major-party candidates’ general election campaigns 
and continues to subsidize the two national party 

nominating conventions. John McCain opted to 
participate in the 2008 federal campaign financing 
and faced a spending limit of $84.1 million. Barack 
Obama was the first presidential nominee not to 
participate in the general election federal financing, 
arguing that by relying on small donors, his campaign 
was essentially publicly funded anyway. This meant 
that his campaign had to raise all the funds it would 
spend rather than receiving the federal subsidy, but 
it also meant that the Obama campaign was not 
limited in the amount it could spend. If presidential 
candidates accept this public funding, they may not 
raise any other funds or use any leftover funds raised 
during the primary campaign.

In 2012 both parties’ candidates anticipated 
raising and spending at least $1 billion each, so 
their campaigns refused the option of government 
matching funds (about $94 million available in 
2012) and the limited spending that accepting those 
funds would impose. This may well spell the death 
of public funding of presidential general election 
campaigns.90 Third parties that received at least 
5 percent of the vote in the previous presidential 
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Figure 14.2 I ncrease in Total Spending in 
Presidential Campaigns, 1976–2012

Source: Center for Responsive Politics, “Presidential Fund-raising and 
Spending, 1976–2008,” www.opensecrets.org/pres08/totals.php?cycle=2008; 
“Banking on Becoming President,” www.opensecrets.org/pres08/index.php; 
and “2012 Presidential Race,” www.opensecrets.org/pres12/index.php?ql3.

government matching funds money given by the 
federal government to qualified presidential candidates 
in the primary and general election campaigns

 Big Night for Money!
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