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1992, while the two major parties 
received $61.8 million each.71

Hard money refers to the funds given 
directly to candidates by individuals, 
political action committees (PACs), the 
political parties, and the government. 
The spending of hard money is under 
the control of the candidates, but its 
collection is governed by the rules of the 
Federal Election Campaign Act of 1972, 
1974, and its various amendments. This 
act established the FEC and was intended 
to stop the flow of money from, and the 
influence of, large contributors by 
outlawing contributions by corporations 
and unions, and by restricting contribu-
tions from individuals. The campaign 
finance reform bill passed in 2002 actu-
ally raised the hard money limits. Under 
that law, individuals can give a federal 
candidate up to $2,300 per election and 
can give a total of $108,200 to all federal 
candidates and parties in a two-year elec-
tion cycle.72 The limit on the parties’ 
hard money contributions to candidates 
was held to be unconstitutional in a 1999 
Colorado district federal court decision 
but was later upheld in a five-to-four 
Supreme Court decision.73

However, in the 2010 decision in Citi-
zens United v. Federal Election Commis-
sion,74 the Supreme Court struck down a 

provision of BCRA (also known as the McCain-Feingold Act) that prohibited corpora-
tions (and, by implication, unions and interest groups) from sponsoring broadcast ads for 
or against specific candidates. Corporations and unions are thus free to engage in broad-
cast campaigns, although provisions requiring disclosure and limitations on direct contri-
butions to candidates were retained. Experts disagreed about the likely consequences of 
the far-reaching decision, but mirroring the Court’s five-to-four breakdown on the ruling, 
it was generally decried by liberals and supported by conservatives.75

Soft money is unregulated money collected by parties and interest groups in unlim-
ited amounts to spend on party-building activities, get-out-the-vote drives, voter educa-
tion, or issue position advocacy. Prior to the passage of campaign reform in 2002, as long 
as the money was not spent to tell people how to vote or coordinated with a specific 
candidate’s campaign, the FEC could not regulate soft money. This allowed corporate 
groups, unions, and political parties to raise unlimited funds often used for television and 
radio advertising, especially in the form of issue advocacy ads. As we discussed in Chapter 11, 

Figure 12.2  �Increase in Total Spending in  
Presidential Campaigns, 1976–2012
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Sources: 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.

hard money  campaign 
funds donated 
directly to candidates; 
amounts are limited 
by federal election 
laws

soft 
money  unregulated 
campaign 
contributions by 
individuals, groups, or 
parties that promote 
general election 
activities but do 
not directly support 
individual candidates 


