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Do Lower Contribution Limits Decrease

Public Corruption?
By Matt Nese and Luke Wachob

Note: 'The following report is an updated version of
an Issue Analysis originally published by the Center
for Competitive Politics in January 2009. This version
has been edited to reflect contribution limits from the
2011-2012 election cycle and corruption data, from
2001-2010.

Issue

Advocates of campaign finance regulation
often claim that contributions to political
candidates must be limited to guard against
corruption. They argue that as contributions
increase, so too does corruption among
public officials. In 2013, The New York Times
Editorial Board described contribution lim-
its as “an essential tool in combating the

»]

corrupting effects of money in politics:

Regardless of its merits, this reasoning has
apparently been persuasive; most states have
restrictions that limit how much citizens
can give to support the candidates of their
choice. These limits vary widely, remain-
ing unlimited in twelve states while being
set as low as $160 per election to candidates
for State House and State Senate in Mon-
tana.” The majority of states have campaign
contribution limits somewhere in between
these extremes.

If contribution limits effectively guard

1 Editorial, “Campaign Donations and Political
Corruption,” The New York Times. Retrieved on
June 18, 2013. Available at: http://www.nytimes.
com/2013/02/20/opinion/campaign-donations-and-
political-corruption.html?_r=0 (February 19, 2013).
2 Jennie Drage Bowser, “State Limits on Contribu-
tions to Candidates: 2011-2012 Election Cycle,” Na-
tional Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL). Re-
trieved on June 18, 2013. Available at: http://www.
ncsl.org/Portals/1/documents/legismgt/Limits_to_
Candidates_2011-2012v2.pdf (June 1, 2012).

against public corruption, we would expect
to see states with low campaign contribu-
tion limits experiencing lower rates of pub-
lic corruption than states with no or high
limits. This analysis of contribution limits
and corruption rates in all 50 states seeks to
determine if lower contribution limits are
in fact an effective way of reducing or mini-
mizing public corruption.

Analysis

We compare all 50 states’ corruption rate
with their contribution limits for state legis-
lative offices on an election cycle basis. Due
to the significant variance in contribution
limits among the 50 states, we categorize
them into three groups, according to their
limits for state legislative candidates per
election cycle:

1. States with no or high ($7,500+) lim-
its on contributions to state legisla-
tive candidates;

2. States with moderate limits between
$2,000 and $7,499; and

3. States with low limits that allow con-
tributions of $1,999 or less per elec-
tion cycle.?

3 Using NCSLs data on campaign contribution limits,
for classification purposes, we calculated each state’s
contribution limit on individual giving to legislative
candidates (defined as those running for either State
Representative (or the equivalent) or State Senator)
on an election cycle basis. In states that allocate their
limits on an election basis, we doubled the limit to
account for the maximum an individual could give to
a candidate in both a primary and general election.
States that regulate contribution limits on a yearly or
campaign basis (as in Oklahoma) were considered to
have limits equivalent to an election cycle for this Is-
sue Analysis. In the six states with different limits for
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These groups are color-coded in our tables -
“green” states have no or high limits on how much
a citizen can contribute, “red” states have low lim-
its, and “yellow” states fall in between.

We also divide states into three further categories:
“High Corruption States” (those with a convic-
tion rate of more than 5.0); “Medium Corruption
States” (those with a rate between 3.0 and 5.0);
and “Low Corruption States” (those with rates less
than 3.0).*

The corruption rate represents the total convic-
tions for corruption charges from 2001 to 2010 per
10,000 government employees.’ This includes con-

State House and Senate candidates (CT, HI, KS, MI, NY, and
WI), the two limits were averaged, and the resultant figure
was then doubled, if these limits are apportioned on an elec-
tion basis. In Georgia, which has different limits for the pri-
mary and general elections, the limits were added together.
In Minnesota, the election year limits were used, and lastly,
in New Hampshire and Rhode Island, the limits for candi-
dates not agreeing to abide by spending limits were taken.

4 These corruption rate categories were chosen because they
divide the 50 states into three roughly equal groupings.

5 We use the corruption rate per 10,000 government em-
ployees, rather than the corruption rate per 100,000-person
population, to control for the discrepancy between states’
populations and the sizes of their governments. Data on the
number of government employees in each state is calculated
from annual reports by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,
which tracks the number of federal, state, and local employ-
ees in each state. Retrieved on June 24, 2013. Data may be
accessed in tables 7, 8, and 9 at: http://www.bls.gov/cew/ce-

Kentucky
Louisiana

10.5

victions against federal, state, and local officials.®
The rate is calculated using annual data from the
U.S. Department of Justice Public Integrity sec-
tion, which specializes in investigating and pros-
ecuting public officials who engage in corrupt ac-
tivities, and includes a ten-year window to account
for lengthy trials.”

The previous three tables rank the states by cor-

wbultn10.htm (November 14, 2011).

6 It is worth noting that this corruption data includes federal,
state, and local convictions, rather than isolating corruption
at the state level. Because all levels of government are exten-
sively intertwined, and public officials often move among the
various levels of government, the political culture of a state
is treated here as a relatively homogenous single entity at the
local, state, and federal level. In Illinois, for example, between
2002 and 2008, a member of Congress and former State Rep-
resentative was elected Governor (Rod Blagojevich); a State
Senator became a U.S. Senator, and then President (Barack
Obama); and a man who started his career as Commissioner
of the Cook County Board of Tax Appeals was elected Lieu-
tenant Governor, and then Governor (Pat Quinn).

7 This is a common methodology for calculating corrup-
tion. Corruption rates for 48 states were calculated by the
GOVERNING Institute using data from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice (DOJ), U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS),
and the U.S. Census Bureau. We calculate corruption rates
for the two remaining states, Alaska and Hawaii, by applying
the GOVERNING Institute’s methodology to the same DOJ
and BLS data. Mike Maciag, “Which States Have the High-
est Public Corruption Convictions?,” The GOVERNING In-
stitute. Retrieved on June 13, 2013. Data may be accessed
at: http://www.governing.com/blogs/by-the-numbers/state-
public-corruption-convictions-data.html (March 23, 2012).
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lationship exists. Based
on evidence from all
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ruption rate from highest to lowest and are color-
coded to show whether each state falls under the
no or high campaign contribution limit (green),
moderate limit (yellow), or low limit (red) catego-
ry.

According to the rankings, the most corrupt states
are Louisiana (10.5), Kentucky (8.5), and South
Dakota (7.5). All three states have moderate or
low limits on what individuals may contribute to
candidates for state legislative office.

By contrast, the least corrupt
states are Oregon (1.2), Kansas
(1.3), Washington (1.5), South
Carolina (1.5), and Nebraska
(1.5). Two of these states, Ore-
gon and Nebraska, have no lim-
its at all on the size or source of
campaign contributions, while Kansas and Wash-
ington have low limits and South Carolina has
moderate limits.

corrupt
unlimited

As the summary table demonstrates, there appears
to be no relationship between a state’s contribu-
tion limits and corruption rate. When compared
with a state’s contribution limits, the distribution
of corruption among states is random and almost
entirely even. When further analyzing the number
of states belonging to each category, no pattern
emerges to establish a link between a state’s cam-
paign contribution limits and its corruption rate.
Among the 16 states with “High Corruption,” 6
have no or high limits, 5 have moderate limits, and
5 have low limits. Of the 18 states with “Low Cor-
ruption,” 7 have no or high limits, 6 have moderate
limits, and only 5 have low limits.

Conclusion

Theoretical arguments and anecdotes have long
been purported to demonstrate that corruption
among elected officials is linked to campaign con-
tributions, but this analysis shows that no such re-

Medium Corruption

..four of the ten least
states

from individuals to state
legislative candidates...

Low Corruption | 50 states, there is little

credibility to the claim
that contribution limits
either reduce or dimin-
ish corruption. The four
most corrupt states all have limits on what indi-
viduals may contribute to candidates, including
two states with low limits (South Dakota and Del-
aware), while four of the ten least corrupt states
allow unlimited contributions from individuals
to state legislative candidates (Oregon, Nebraska,
Utah, Iowa). Moreover, the overall distribution of
corruption compared to contribution limits is ran-
dom. Accordingly, politicians and others seeking
to reduce corruption rates in their state should not
view imposing or lowering
limits on campaign contribu-
tions as an effective method
of reducing public corrup-
tion.

allow
contributions

A recently released working
paper has also cast doubt on the claim that lim-
iting contributions will reduce corruption. Adri-
ana Cordis, Assistant Professor of Economics at
the University of South Carolina Upstate, and Jeft
Milyo, Professor of Economics at the University
of Missouri, analyzed 20 years of corruption data
from every state, using multiple models and con-
trol variables. Ultimately, the authors found no
evidence linking campaign finance reforms, in-
cluding campaign contribution limits, with public
corruption rates.®

This report’s findings agree with the conclusions in
the above study. State policymakers would be un-
wise to view the imposition of limits on what indi-
viduals may give to the candidates of their choice
as a way to lower public corruption in their states.

8 Adriana Cordis and Jeft Milyo, “Working Paper No. 13-
09: Do State Campaign Finance Reforms Reduce Public
Corruption?” Mercatus Center at George Mason Univer-
sity. Retrieved on June 24, 2013. Available at: mercatus.org/
sites/default/files/Milyo_CampaignFinanceReforms_v2.pdf
(April 2013).
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GUARANTEE of QUALITY SCHOLARSHIP

The Center for Competitive Politics is committed to delivering the highest quality and most reliable
research on issues related to campaign finance, political speech, First Amendment rights, and related
topics.

The Center guarantees that all original factual data are true and correct and that information attributed
to other sources is accurately represented.

The Center encourages rigorous critique of its research. If the accuracy of any material fact or reference

to an independent source is questioned and brought to the Center’s attention with supporting evidence,

the Center will respond in writing. If an error exists, it will be corrected in subsequent printings and
distributions. This will constitute the complete and final remedy under this guarantee.

Published by the Center for Competitive Politics. All information is from sources considered reliable,
but may be subject to inaccuracies, omissions, and modifications.

The Center for Competitive Politics (CCP) is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization based in Washing-
ton, DC. CCP’s mission, through legal briefs, studies, historical and constitutional analyses, and
media communication is to promote and defend citizens’ first amendment political rights of speech,
assembly, and petition, and to educate the public on the actual effects of money in politics and the
benefits of a more free and competitive election and political process. Contributions to CCP are tax
deductible to the extent allowed by law.
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Material from this document may be copied and distributed with proper citation.
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