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The Growing Role of Small Donations in Campaigns 

Washington, D.C. has a badly kept secret: money equals access. While political scientists 

have long struggled to acquire enough data to present concrete evidence of this, some academic 

papers and testimonials by former Congressmen paint a clear connection between donor money 

and access to lawmakers and bureaucratic offices. This has allowed the interests of a select few 

people and corporations to rule over the law-making body of the country; however, recent trends 

in fundraising suggest a shift in strategies by Democratic candidates which focuses more on 

grassroot operations and smaller campaign contributions rather than elaborate fundraising events. 

Therefore, the amount of access donors have to politicians is curtailed. ActBlue, the consolidated 

site utilized by Democrats to raise money, has been the machine behind this change, and it holds 

the potential to empower elections where campaigns are funded by individuals, leading to 

fundamental shifts in the country’s democracy and the way Congress operates.  

Despite 72% of the public believing that dark money–donations given to politicians by 

large corporations in exchange for access to their offices– can buy access to the law-making 

process, political scientists were unable to connect donations to voting patterns or bills through 

the data they had available. This was until 2009 when Amy McKay, a political scientist, used the 

Affordable Care Act to study how donations affected legislation. As a result of the study, McKay 

found that a “comparison of letters to a Senate committee written by lobby groups to legislative 

amendments introduced by committee members reveals similar and even identical language, 

providing compelling evidence that groups persuaded legislators to introduce amendments 



valued by the group. Moreover, the analysis suggests that these language matches are more likely 

when the requesting lobby group hosts a fundraising event for the senator” (McKay). McKay’s 

study, while revolutionary in the world of political science, only seemed to reaffirm what the 

public already believed to be true. Private interests have the power to stop life-saving legislation 

from even getting to the House or Senate floor. From the NRA impeding gun reform to move 

forward, to big oil stopping energy reform measures that could protect the environment, 

corporations act in ways that go against public interests. This issue, which grew exponentially 

after the Supreme Court deemed that spending was a form of free speech in Citizens United v. 

FEC, has taken Washington DC hostage, and led to a government which does not work for the 

people.  

 As people grow more aware of the issue and more frustrated with the lack of reform, 

some progressive Democrats have made the centerpiece of their campaign a complete rejection 

of corporate PAC money. A prime example of this new trend is reflected in the 2018 NY-14 

race. A relatively unknown Bronx native, Alexandria Ocasio Cortez ran a campaign to unseat 

one of the most powerful members of the House of Representatives: Joe Crowley. Part of Ocasio 

Cortez’ strategy was to “label him a corporate Democrat for accepting support from Wall 

Street...[while] the 29-year-old styled herself as a more authentic, progressive alternative, 

pointing to her small-dollar donations and publicly rejecting contributions from corporate 

political-action committees” (Godfrey). During the primary, .88% of all of Crowley’s campaign 

donations came from small donors (according to OpenSecrets, small donors are people who give 

$200 or less), 31.91% came from large individual donors, and 54.37% came from PAC 

contributions. Ocasio Cortez on the other hand, raked in 17.15% from large donors, 82.49% from 



small donors, and a mere 0.36% from PACs. (Rep. Joseph). The disparity in donor demographics 

between the two candidates allowed Ocasio Cortez to paint Crowley as out of touch with 

constituents and somebody that cared more about special interests than the people he 

represented, eventually leading her to victory as her “people funded” operation rallied the 

community.  

Ocasio Cortez is not the only example of a monumental shift in campaigning within the 

Democratic party. According to a statement from Citizens United, “in November 2018, 134 

House and Senate candidates on the ballot refused to take corporate PAC money. Fifty-eight 

members of the 116th Congress are refusing to take corporate PAC money [in 2020], including 

27 members of the House freshman class who flipped their districts, which was enough to retake 

the House. Prior to the 2018 cycle, less than 10 members of Congress turned down corporate 

PAC money” (End Citizens United). Democrats in deep blue districts are facing intense pressure 

from constituents to reject corporate funds at the risk of being challenged by a primary opponent. 

This monumental shift is only possible thanks to the power of the centralized Democratic online 

fundraising tool: ActBlue.  

Actblue is “a platform that encourages, processes and reports small-dollar donations 

received by more than 14,500 Democratic candidates and progressive groups who use its 

nonprofit service” (Rove). In 2018, $1.6 billion dollars went through the site, with an average 

donation of $39.50. When the site launched in 2004, it raised less than a million dollars, but the 

numbers raised steadily with every cycle, bringing in $16 million in 2006, $781 million in 2016, 

and over a billion in 2018 (ActBlue), with over 4.9 million donors whose information is 

automatically registered after their first donation for a faster checkout if they returned to the site 



to donate to another campaign. The site has empowered candidates who do not have connections 

to PACs or “mega donors” to run for office solely powered by grassroots organizers. It also has 

taken small congressional races to the national level, allowing people in states like California and 

New York to fund campaigns in Texas, Kentucky, and other states which have lesser support and 

infrastructure for the Democratic Party. From Bernie Sanders’ campaign in 2016 with its famous 

“27 dollars donation” average, to Beto O’Rourke’s Senate campaign in 2018, to the Get Mitch of 

Die Trying Fund in 2020, these initiatives have all been made possible by the online fundraising 

tool, attracting donors from every state.  

 As ActBlue has increased in power, it has helped Democrats outraise their Republican 

opponents, and the Republican party has been unable to keep up. In 2019, after years of 

obstacles, they finally launched WinRed in response to ActBlue. Trump’s reelection campaign, 

the Republican National Committee, the National Republican Senatorial Committee and the 

National Republican Congressional Committee are all encouraging 2020 campaigns to go 

through the site rather than continuing with their paper mailing system. WinRed however, has a 

key fundamental issue. While ActBlue is a nonprofit which invests some of its earnings into 

expanding the site, WinRed responds to a for-profit board of directors, which means it will take 

time for the site to reach the same performance levels as its Democratic counterpart. 

Furthermore, ActBlue has been online for 15 years and has been actively working on building a 

donor base, while WinRed has yet to build their contact list and reputation.  

For Democrats, going through ActBlue to maximize their fundraising is no longer 

optional, as it has become part of a litmus test for people pursuing office not just in Congress but 

also in Presidential races. Signing the no-corporate PAC pledge has become an indicator of the 



values the candidate represents, and it allows them to run on the populist message that allowed 

over 40 Democrats flip vulnerable districts.  

Getting big money out of politics has a real impact in how politicians operate. Arizona, 

for example, passed the Clean Elections Act and allowed candidates to opt into a publicly funded 

campaign operation, where if candidates for the Arizona State House convinced 210 people in 

their district to give them $5, they could receive a grant large enough to be competitive in the 

race. Once they opted into the program, they were banned from bringing in more money in, 

effectively banning donors and PACs. This system has had substantial impact. According to a 

study by political scientist Michael G. Miller, “candidates who accept these subsidies are much 

more likely to interact with voters on a weekly basis, to the tune of about 5 hours,” and because 

of the increased interaction, electorate participation increases as people get to know the 

candidates more closely (Prokop). Curtailing the effects of dark money in politics has real effects 

on the day to day electorate, restoring the people’s faith in government, and making politicians 

accountable to their voters rather than their donors.  

With almost every presidential candidate swearing off corporate PACs, and some 

swearing off lobbying money entirely, the trend of small donor campaigns seems to be growing 

exponentially. Initial research suggests that a transition out of big money in politics has the 

potential to bring true reform to Washington, and force accountability measures on every 

politician. The role of ActBlue in the upcoming elections cannot be underestimated, as it is 

helping presidential candidates reach the thresholds necessary to participate in debates. Its 

expanding influence has the potential to change not only the fundraising techniques of the 

Democratic party, but the make-up of politics itself.  
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“No Corporate PAC Commitments Take 2020 Senate Races By Storm 
20 candidates for U.S. Senate are rejecting corporate PAC money 

In 2020 Senate races across the country, candidates are highlighting their commitment to reform by refusing 
corporate PAC money, a salient and defining theme of Democrats’ 2018 retake of the U.S. House. So far, 20 
Democratic Senate candidates have announced their decision to forgo corporate PAC money, including candidates 
in top-tier races in Arizona, Colorado, Iowa, Maine, North Carolina, and Texas. 
“We’re seeing a surge in Senate candidates taking a stand against the corporate special interests that are dominating 
Washington at the expense of the American people,” said End Citizens United President Tiffany Muller. “A new 
class of House freshmen made reform a central theme of their campaigns in 2018 and underscored their commitment 
by rejecting corporate PAC money. The movement shows that reformers in the Democratic party are changing the 
culture in Washington and leading by example, especially in light of Senator McConnell’s absolute refusal to allow 
a vote on the most comprehensive anti-corruption and money-in-politics reform legislation in decades. 
“End Citizens United applauds the reformers who have made the decision to forgo corporate PAC money, and we 
look forward to seeing more candidates show voters that they’re going to take on Washington’s rigged system.”  
The field of 2020 Senate candidates rejecting corporate PAC money so far includes:  

1. Josh Mahony (AR-Sen) 
2. Mark Kelly (AZ-Sen) 
3. Trish Zornio (CO-Sen) 
4. Dan Baer (CO-Sen) 
5. Mike Johnston (CO-Sen) 
6. Alice Madden (CO-Sen) 
7. Andrew Romanoff (CO-Sen) 
8. Stephanie Rose Spaulding (CO-Sen) 
9. John Walsh (CO-Sen) 
10. Theresa Greenfield (IA-Sen) 
11. Kimberley Graham (IA-Sen) 
12. Steven Cox (KY-Sen) 
13. Sara Gideon (ME-Sen) 
14. Bre Kidman (ME-Sen) 
15. Betsy Sweet (ME-Sen) 
16. Cal Cunningham (NC-Sen) 
17. Ben Ray Lujan (NM-Sen) 
18. Maggie Toulouse Oliver (NM-Sen) 
19. James Mackler (TN-Sen) 
20. MJ Hegar (TX-Sen) 

During the 2018 election cycle, ECU spearheaded the movement among candidates to forgo corporate PAC money. 
In November 2018, 134 House and Senate candidates on the ballot refused to take corporate PAC money. Fifty-eight 
members of the 116th Congress are refusing to take corporate PAC money, including 27 members of the House 
freshman class who flipped their districts, which was enough to retake the House. Prior to the 2018 cycle, less than 
10 members of Congress turned down corporate PAC money. 

# # # 
Paid for by End Citizens United PAC and not authorized by any candidate or candidate's committee. 

www.endcitizensunited.org 
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