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avoided words such as “Vote for John Smith” or “Defeat 
Nancy Johnson,” they were considered issue ads outside 
the reach of FECA regulation. Many such advertisements 
promoted or attacked policies or positions clearly associ-
ated with specific candidates and even praised or criticized 
the candidates themselves. They were often run during the 
heat of a political campaign. Again, these activities tended to 
undermine the policy goals of the FECA.

Increasing dissatisfaction with the inability of the 
FECA to control the growing problems related to soft-
money contributions and issue advertising prompted 
Congress to pass the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act 
of 2002 (BCRA). The new law contained several provi-
sions that made it the most far-reaching reform of elec-
tion campaigns since 1974.

First, the BCRA prohibited the national politi-
cal parties from raising or spending soft money, barred 
officeholders and candidates for federal office from solic-
iting or receiving soft money, and prevented state and 
local party organizations from spending soft money to 
promote or attack candidates for federal office.

Second, the law prohibited labor unions and cor-
porations, including incorporated interest groups, from 
using their general funds to engage in “electioneering 
communication,” defined as advertising (primarily tele-
vised) clearly referring to a candidate for federal office 
that appears in the days leading up to an election. This 
provision was intended to stop unions and corporations 
from funding candidate advertising thinly cloaked in the 
form of issue advocacy. The law also required compre-
hensive disclosure and record keeping related to such 
advertising. Exempt from these restrictions were media 
corporations as well as nonprofit organizations that took 
no contributions from for-profit corporations.

Third, the law sought to compensate political 
organizations for the loss of soft-money contribu-
tions. Thus, the law raised the ceiling on hard-money 
contributions—from $1,000 to $2,000 per election to 
a candidate, for example—and allowed the limits to be 
adjusted periodically for inflation. The law also limited a 
donor’s aggregate contribution to candidates and groups, 
such as national party organizations and PACs.

Figure 15-2  Soft Money as a Percentage of Total Contributions
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Note: These figures reflect soft-money contributions as a percentage of hard money and soft money combined. Although hard-money con-
tributions given directly to candidates provided the bulk of money spent on political campaigns, soft-money donations to political party 
committees grew significantly in the years immediately preceding passage of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002.

Sources: Federal Election Commission; “Debating McCain-Feingold,” CQ Weekly, March 10, 2001, 524–526.


