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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to figure out if stricter campaign finance laws correlated with 
lower amounts of party polarization. It was hypothesized that state's’ campaign finance laws 
would generally loosen after the 2010 ruling of Citizens United v. Federal Elections 
Commission, thus resulting in higher levels of party polarization. A summed dummy variable 
approach was used to evaluate the composite stringency of campaign finance laws and a 
regression analysis was utilized to explore the relationship between campaign finance laws and 
party polarization in regards to Citizens United v. Federal Elections Commission. This study 
uncovered a positive, but weak relationship between stricter campaign finance laws and higher 
levels of party polarization. Though Citizens United v. Federal Elections Commision was 
thought to have a causal influence on the states’ patterns of reforming their laws, the states 
generally tightened their laws instead of loosening, yet polarization levels still increased. 
Overall, the correlation is insignificant due to the weakness of its relationship, but these findings 
prove that campaign finance laws are not a major cause of the extreme party polarization that 
exists today. It is imperative that solutions for the growing party polarization be investigated 
because Congress is inefficient when it needs to decide on urgent matters. Future research should 
examine other potential causes such as the mismatch between a voter’s knowledge and expert 
opinion concerning the reasons for congressional gridlock. 
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Introduction  

“Washington is broken” is a familiar phrase that most Americans have either said or 

heard before, so it comes as no surprise that government dissatisfaction ranks as the number one 

non-economic concern that faces the country today (Gallup Poll 2016). Much of this discontent 

stemmed from the extreme levels of party polarization in Congress. For the purposes of this 

paper, party polarization is defined as the extent to which an individual’s stance on policies will 

be determined by their identification with a political party. 

Several researchers agree with America’s perception that extreme polarization is perilous 

as fewer compromises are being made due to the lack of overlap in ideology; thus, less is getting 

done. Today, Congress is gridlocked. For example, the government shutdown in 2013, 

congressmen were indecisive about declaring war on ISIS, used filibusters to delay the 

appointment of a new Supreme Court justice, stalled immigration reform and hindered gun 

reform. This obstruction of progress directly resulting from the gap between parties prompted 

researchers to argue that common ground between parties is beneficial. 

In contrast to today’s level of party polarization, much of the research looks back at the 

1960s and 1970s as a beneficial period for the country because Congress was uncommonly 

ideologically close, which allowed for much progress to be made. With this overlap, Congress 

created Medicare, Medicaid, enacted a milestone civil rights legislation, and passed a crucial 

education bill (Berman 2016). Party differences aside, Congress passed new reforms. This 

progress is a rarity in today’s political climate which is why extreme party polarization is a 

concerning problem that needs to be addressed. 
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Literature Review 

Party Polarization Evidence  

A substantial body of research reveals that political parties were abnormally close 

ideologically in the 1960s and 1970s, but have since grown farther apart, resulting in a lack of 

common ground (Johnstone 2013, 218; La Raja 2014, 225; Mann 2003, 28; Pildes 2011, 293). It 

should be noted that in terms of campaign spending and polarization, there has been an 

asymmetrical increase between the two major parties, with a larger increase in the Republican 

party than the Democratic party. (Heberlig, Hetherington, and Larson 2006, 1003; La Raja and 

Schaffner 2016). In the context of these two parties polarizing, positives of party polarization are 

party unification and clear stances on issues, whereas negatives of party polarization are having 

only two major political parties and inability to agree and therefore make progress. 

Party Polarization Theories 

There are several theories explaining party polarization- both internal and external. 

Internal causes include the historical transformation of the United States, gerrymandering, and 

the dawn of candidate-centered politics. This research delimits external causes, because of its 

irrelevance to the major possible cause being studied- campaign finance laws. However, it 

explores the internal causes to provide context. 

Researcher Richard Pildes maintains that America’s historical transformation in 

democracy and political parties are the major cause of extreme polarization (2011, 319). The 

Voting Rights Act, a law passed on August 6, 1965, outlawed discriminatory voting practices 

that were adopted in several southern states following the Civil War (Pildes 2011, 277). This 

information is used as support for the counterargument that polarization is rooted in America’s 
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racial history and therefore unalterable. Even so, most of the current literature disputes historical 

transformations as the exclusive explanation for the increasing amounts of polarization. 

Some researchers denounce gerrymandering, a process where states manipulate the 

boundaries of districts to favor a party or ideology. However, the similar levels of polarization in 

the Senate and the House of Representatives calls into question the validity of gerrymandering as 

being a major cause of the increasing polarization (Berman 2016; Johnstone 2013, 219; Pildes 

2011, 304). The argument of gerrymandering is based on manipulated boundaries in which to 

influence the election for the House of Representatives for the benefit of major parties, whether it 

be the Democratic party or Republican party. The Senate, on the other hand, is not influenced by 

gerrymandering, yet it still retains similar levels of polarization. Therefore, gerrymandering 

cannot be the major cause of the increasing polarization, because it would only be impacting half 

of Congress. As a result, a considerable amount of the current literature blames party polarization 

on the dawn of candidate-centered politics, despite there being slight evidence that extreme 

polarization lies in campaign finance. However, the increasing amount of ideological donors 

suggests otherwise.  

It is believed that the current system cultivated an environment where candidates are 

forced to rely on ideological elements to gain popularity and donations. In this parameter, 

researchers Raymond La Raja and Brian Schaffner hold an unorthodox view that parties could 

filter out idealists overtime due to their focus on winning and thus appeal to more moderate 

demographics (2016). In consideration of moderates, several researchers contend that today is a 

time where idealists are pulling their parties further to the left or right, which in turn contributed 



 
5 

to the growing polarization (Corrado and Mann 2014, 11; Tarhan 2010, 10). The extremity of the 

growing polarization elicited campaign finance reform as one of its possible solutions. 

Onset of Campaign Finance Reform 

Most of the interest generated in the campaign finance literature is spurred by the United 

States’ history with scandals and the mistrust Americans have with the government. The most 

significant push to regulate campaign spending came after the Watergate scandal (Gais and 

Malbin 1997, 56; Mann 2003, 29; Witko 2007, 371). The Watergate scandal in 1972 involved 

persons connected to President Richard Nixon’s reelection campaign breaking into Democratic 

National Committee headquarters to steal top secret documents and wire trap phones. Further 

backlash came after the Nixon administration’s attempt at a coverup. After Watergate, the 

government added amendments to the Federal Elections Campaign Acts to tighten campaign 

finance laws in order to mitigate corruption (Fuller 2014; Gais and Malbin 1997, 56). This was 

one of many practices used to reform at the state and local level, which focused on contribution 

limits especially with private money.  

Influence of Money 

Within the matter of disclosing money, it is important to first know what the money is 

spent on in a campaign. Campaign expenditure has been used for advertisements, administrative 

duties, equipment, events, payroll, strategy, research, technology, travel, and other expenses 

(Curry 2007). With a basic understanding of what campaign expenditure entails in mind, the 

substantial rise in campaign expenditure, cost of winning, and campaign costs can be questioned 

(Cantor 2003; Steinhauser and Yoon 2013). Even with inflation taken into account, there remains 

a positive relationship between spending levels and their influence which contributes to the 
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general evidence that money influence is a well researched and clear advantage (Flavin 2015, 81; 

Jacobson 1978, 471; La Raja and Schaffner 2014, 110). This correlation lends itself to the 

concept that a person with more money is likely to do better in elections.  

Most Recent Court Case to shape Campaign Finance Reform 

Aside from monetary influence is the legislation itself. The most recent, and perhaps 

most controversial in today’s political landscape is Citizens United v. Federal Elections 

Commission or Citizens United. This 2010 court decision broadened the right to freedom of 

speech for corporations in the respect that as long as the spending was done independently of the 

candidate it would be legal (Fuller 2014; Ginn 2014; La Raja 2014, 228). Essentially, Citizens 

United is predicated on the oscillating argument between freedom and equality. Money in 

politics and its association with corruption lies within the freedom side of this argument that 

produced campaign finance reform. However, researchers disagree about what the culprit of 

these rising costs are. 

Theories regarding the Rise of Campaign Finance 

Political Scientists have noted multiple reasons as to why campaign finance increased so 

significantly. Although there has been uncertainty concerning the extent of these reasons, some 

of these key inquiries include the rise of media, the level of competition, and legislation passed. 

The rise of media and the evolution of communication outreach due to technological 

advancements has contributed to the increasing costs of campaign financing (Box-Steffensmeier, 

Darmofal, and Farrell 2009, 311; Cantor 2003). Nevertheless, the increasing cost to 

communicate is only one of several reasons as to why a substantial amount of money is being 

spent in politics.  
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A different factor that could account for some of the increase in campaign financing is 

competition levels. The incumbency advantage is when an existing political office holder has an 

edge over other candidates due to government resources and campaign finance that are more 

accessible to them; however, there is an anti-incumbency advantage when a person's government 

experience works against them (Hamm and Hogan 2008, 462; Steinhauser and Yoon 2013).  

Nevertheless, incumbent races often go uncontested as compared to where there is an 

open seat. In addition, the most contested races tend to spend more money (La Raja 2014, 229). 

Herein lies a predicament; more competitive races are good for democracy because more ideas 

are heavily debated; however, competitive races mean that candidates spend a sizeable amount of 

money, thus contributing to the increasing campaign expenditure. This contradiction in 

democracy and expenditure led researchers to champion other theories such as how legislation 

plays a significant role in influencing the increase seen in campaign financing.  

Debate surrounding the Effectiveness of Campaign Finance Reform  

In the realm of foundational campaign finance legislation resides two opposing views of 

whether laws passed for campaign finance reform at the state and federal level are effective or 

not. Before delving into this matter, the implementation of laws need to be considered. 

Implementation of campaign finance laws are questionable at best. Understaffing, lack of funds, 

apathetic populations, and reprehensible legislators are at the core of why the actual 

implementation of campaign finance laws are sometimes dismissed (Gais and Malbin 1997, 56; 

Witko 2007, 371). Legislation implementation is not reliable across all platforms. However, 

numerous researchers assert that stricter legislation should be studied because of the influence 
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they wield as laws (Cordis 2003; Drage 2000, 22; Johnstone 2013, 223; Kousser and La Raja 

2002, 426; Witko 2005, 396). 

Effects of Citizens United  

The most recent landmark case, Citizens United, unraveled previous efforts to decrease 

the role of corporations by coming to the consensus that the government cannot restrict the 

independent spending of corporations, unions, and other groups for political campaigns (Fuller 

2014; Hughes 2013, 551). Some insist that Citizens United resulted in a flood of Super PACs: 

entities that are capable of raising unrestricted amounts of money and can influence elections 

with their money (Corrado and Mann 2014, 11; Fuller 2014; La Raja and Schaffner 2014, 103). 

The same researchers also argue that people or groups with money try to buy candidates. For 

example, they assert that big corporations like ExxonMobil or money from people who explicitly 

try and buy candidates such as the Koch brothers should not be an acceptable form of political 

speech (Corrado and Mann 2014, 12; Fuller 2014; La Raja and Schaffner 2014, 105). Both 

represent millions of dollars in donations that challenge the idea of a fair playing field.  

Disclosure requirements, contribution limits, and public financing provisions are 3 

important features used to combat corruption in campaign financing. Disclosure, in particular, is 

the easiest to impose and enforce, which is why states often focus on it when battling the 

possible influence from money donations.  

This point of view has been discussed by researcher Jennifer Ginn who contends that 

Citizens United moved states to focus more on disclosure by expanding “the First Amendment 

right to freedom of speech to corporations” (2014, 26). Thus, pointing out the freedom aspect of 

spending money where it can be someone's voice in politics. The argument is that political 
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spending did not explode after Citizens United, instead corporate spending has plateaued (Ginn 

2014, 26). In addition, researcher Patrick Flavin acknowledges that there is nothing wrong with 

outside spending because that means organizations like the Humane Society and the 

Environmental Defense Fund are able to give challengers a helping hand, making spending more 

equal (2015, 79).  

Evidentiary support suggests that Citizens United partially supports both arguments. 

Political spending skyrocketed after Citizens United and so has corporate spending. However 

much of these new sources of money may have been previously undisclosed and the spending is 

relative to what the data is measuring for. In light of the difficulties that come with assessing the 

effectiveness of implementing certain laws, perhaps a study that looks at the correlation between 

the strictness of campaign finance laws and the varying levels of polarization will further 

strengthen the understanding of how foundational legislation influences a state’s amount of 

polarization. 

Campaign Finance Laws and Its Relation to Party Polarization 

In terms of campaign finance and party polarization, researchers have only touched the 

surface. They have explored how a certain ideology tends to have stricter laws and others have 

looked at how certain parties become more polarized. Many researchers have not researched 

these two ideas in relation to each other. An exception is researchers Raymond La Raja and 

Brian Schaffner who thoroughly investigated this intersection of ideas, yet, one area that they did 

not analyze is the composite stringency of campaign finance laws and the extent of its 

relationship to polarization (2016). Currently, it is unknown if more reform actually results in 

less polarization or if less reform leads to more polarization. 
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Perhaps, a study that looks into the range of the stringency of campaign finance laws and 

its influence on the individual state’s levels of polarization would determine if states with stricter 

laws correlate with the lower amounts of polarization. This is significant because it should be 

made clear what methods can reduce extreme levels of party polarization. Further, my research 

regards Citizens United as a crucial intervening event. It remains elusive if states’ followed 

Citizens United precedent and how their actions impacted polarization. This data will the 

measure the connection between campaign finance laws and polarization before and after this 

significant event.  

Methodology 

The purpose of this research was to measure the extent of the relationship between the 

composite stringency of campaign finance laws and one of the problems it may help solve, 

congressional gridlock. The composite stringency of campaign finance laws details into 3 

components: disclosure, contribution limits, and public financing. These are the aspects that 

reformers advocate for. The desired effect being more competition and democracy. A 

comprehensive study is needed to fill this hole, because research has only looked at one part of 

campaign finance laws with polarization or at one or the other. To fill this goal, this study chose 

a quantitative approach, in which summed dummy variable and regression analysis were 

conducted. 

Another gap that this research fills is showcasing the influence that campaign finance has 

on polarization before and after Citizens United. Due to the difficulties in finding the changes in 

campaign finance laws throughout the years, Witko’s study in 2002 was selected as a baseline. 
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Because Citizens United served as a point of reference, the data from 2002 and 2004 served as 

before this event and 2012 and 2014 served as after.  

Furthermore, I used Witko’s study as a baseline because of his 2002 study on laws, which 

served as before Citizens United. I needed a year to emulate the study after Citizens United, 

however, I still wanted to correlate the levels of polarization. Consequently, 2012 and 2014 were 

designated as after Citizens United. I decided on a 2 year gap between the evaluation of 

campaign finance laws in 2002-2004 and 2012-2014 because it would allow time for the laws to 

take effect.  

The approach used by researcher Christopher Witko in a 2002 study on composite 

stringency of statutes regulating campaign finance utilized the summed dummy variable 

approach to build his index. The summed dummy variable approach was an appropriate choice 

because it was method that a non-expert could use to evaluate the fickle laws of states and 

compare the stringencies of different states’ regulations. Christopher Witko created a Campaign 

Finance Regulatory Stringency Index from 1992-2012. Even though, this database existed, the 

details of his point assignments could not be accessed. 

This study adopted the same provisions of state laws from Witko’s research, but the point 

assignments of codes were based off of the changes in laws provided by the National Conference 

of State Legislatures or NCSL instead of the Federal Election Commission (National Conference 

of State Legislatures, 2012). In the foundational study, there were 22 separate items making up 3 

subindices that Witko created (2002, 298-301). The subindices are detailed below. Each item 

will either be assigned 1 point for having that restriction or 0 points for not having that 

restriction. Items will start off with Witko’s assignment and be changed according to bill changes 
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from 2002-2012 for all 50 states. This method is called the summed dummy variable approach 

and it assigns an item a 0 for the absence or a 1 for the presence of an effect on the outcome. 

Items within their chosen indices can be created according to what the researcher evaluates as 

necessary.  

 
Table 1. Evaluation of Composite Stringency of Campaign Finance Laws Table, 2002 and 2012 

 

Contribution Limits (7) Disclosure Requirements (8) Public Financing Provisions (7) 

i. Contribution limits on 
individuals 

i.Aggregate expenditure reporting i.Total expenditure limit 

ii.Prohibition of direct 
corporate contributions 

ii.Aggregate contributions reporting ii.Check-off on tax return form for 
contribution to public funding 

iii.Prohibition of direct labor 
union contributions 

iii.Itemization (to list) of some 
categories of expenditures 

iii.Independent revenue source for 
public funding 

iv.Limits on corporate 
contributions (direct or PACs) 

iv.Itemization of some categories of 
contributions 

iv.Public financing of statewide 
campaigns 

v.Limits on labor union 
contributions (direct or PACs) 

v.Itemization of expenditures over 
$50 

v.Public financing of state legislative 
campaigns 

vi.Limits on candidate 
self-financing 

vi.Itemization of contributions over 
$50 

vi.Public financing of political parties 

vii.Limits on candidate family 
contributions 

vii.Requirement of final report 
within one month of an election 

vii.Equal distribution of public funds 
between candidates and/or parties 

 viii.Requirement of reports on at 
least a quarterly basis 

 

 

As Witko did, the evaluation of state campaign finance regulation was based on the 

state’s laws. Though, there is a gap between laws and their implementation, it was decided that 

measuring the stringency of the state's laws due to time constraints as well as other compelling 

reasons was the best option. Witko also measured the strictness of state statutes, reasoning that 
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there is hardly any alternative due to the shortage of information regarding implementation; 

besides, reformers still maintain that more stringent laws have consequences. 

Not all parts of Witko’s study could be replicated. For example, Witko gathered his data 

from the Federal Elections Commission, a regulatory agency dedicated to administering and 

enforcing financing related statutes, for the 2002 laws. However, they do not keep a record of 

laws overtime, so they only had a report for 2002 and the most recent election cycle. As a result, 

this report of laws for 2012 did not exist on this site. To remedy this absence of information, 

another site was substituted- the NCSL. 

The NCSL, established in 1975, is a reputable bipartisan non-governmental organization 

created to serve the state legislatures in the United States. The NCSL was chosen because of its 

accessibility and similarity to the Federal Elections Commission (National Conference of State 

Legislatures). It presented a database of bills in which I filtered my results by checking the boxes 

for all states, enacted legislation, and then I went year by year from 2003 to 2012 and went 

category by category. I chose the categories based on if they included the words contribution, 

disclosure, or public financing. As a result, the categories I used was any of the items with 

contribution, disclosure, or public financing in it. 

In addition, a regression analysis was conducted between 2002’s measure of the strictness 

of laws and the subsequent the level of polarization in 2004 and then compared 2012’s measure 

of the strictness of laws and the subsequent the level of polarization in 2014. Most regression 

analyses are performed with either a statistics package like STATA or Excel. Due to to the 

nature of this project, Excel was an appropriate choice, because I would need to compare data, so 

there was not a need for all the data to be combined. 
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Sources were mainly selected from the search engine EBSCOHost through the Norman 

High and University of Oklahoma libraries. EBSCOHost is a database with dependable content 

that has a filter function that can single out peer-reviewed journals. However, the data 

specifically collected for evaluation was from the NCSL and a State Legislative Aggregate 

Ideology Data codebook (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2012; Shor and McCarty, 

2015). The codebook directly collected information from reliable sources such as the Sunlight 

Foundation, the Open States Project, and state databases.  

Data obtained from the codebook was polarization statistics. I took the means of the 

distances of polarization in the House of Representatives and the Senate of each state for an 

average polarization distance. The codebook reported a state’s polarization distance that first 

analyzed the polarization by how members of Congress voted. From there, they measured the 

distance between the two major parties: the Democratic party and the Republican party. 

Results 

38 states retained the same point assignments of composite stringency of campaign 

finance laws from Witko’s evaluation of 2002 campaign finance laws. Due to this stagnation, it 

was decided that the state’s where composite stringency of campaign finance laws changed 

would also be looked at. The casual before and after comparison between the subsets of data 

would figure out if a state’s composite stringency of campaign finance law correlates with more 

or less polarization and if there was a stronger correlation either before or after Citizens United. 

The following graphs organize the states by highest ranking composite stringency (H-L 

comp string ‘02). The composite stringency is the independent variable for the states and the 

distance of polarization is the dependent variable in this relationship that is being tested. 
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The changes from Figure 1 to Figure 2 are shown below. Although, both the independent 

and dependent variables have not changed by much, there are slight changes. Figure 1 shows the 

composite stringency point score for 2002 and the polarization distance for 2004. Figure 2 shows 

the composite stringency point score for 2012 and the polarization distance for 2014. The 

strength of the relationship between the two subsets of data increased by +0.049. 

 

  
                             Figure 1. 
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                             Figure 2. 
 

The value of r for 2002 and 2004 data is 0.0697. The value of r for 2012 and 2014 data is 

0.1187. Figure 3 demonstrates that from 2002-2012, the composite stringency of campaign 

finance laws increased by a mean of 0.1667. Figure 4 shows that from 2004-2014, the levels of 

party polarization rose by an overall average of 0.2355. The value of r is the correlation 

coefficient. If the r value is close to 0, it is a strong indication that the correlation is feeble.  

 

  
Figure 3.  
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Figure 4. 

From 2002 to 2012, the composite stringency of campaign finance laws stayed the same 

in 38 states. Table 2 shows the 12 states whose composite stringency of campaign finance laws 

did change and their subsequent polarization distance. It is organized by how much the laws 

changed beginning from the most change to the least amount of change. Green indicates that the 

state earned points, and blue means that the state lost points. Alongside these point assignments 

is the averages of that state’s polarization distance. 
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Table 2. High to Low Rankings of Composite Stringency of Campaign Finance Laws and Subsequent Polarization 
Distances  

 
state comp string 2002 pol dist 2004 comp string 2012 pol dist 2014 

NM 9 1.817 12 1.963 

MD 9 1.688 11 1.899 

NE 7 0.731 9 1.234 

AK 11 1.476 12 1.43 

AL 4 1.176 5 1.572 

CA 9 2.922 10 3.1275 

CT 12 1.329 13 2.0805 

GA 3 1.4955 4 1.7935 

IL 4 1.112 5 1.281 

TN 9 1.23 8 1.4765 

MT 11 1.623 9 2.1215 

OR 8 1.4275 6 1.7405 

 
Evaluation scores for the composite stringency of campaign finance laws of the states can 

be found in Appendix A. Data on states’ party polarization can be found in Appendix B. 

Discussion 

Extreme levels of party polarization results in lower levels of productivity in Congress 

and contributes to the perception of corrupt government practices as Americans feel less and less 

represented. Stricter campaign finance laws is one of the methods that campaign finance 

reformers use to combat corrupt money practices and higher levels of party polarization. This 

study discovered a positive, but weak correlation between campaign finance laws and the levels 

of polarization. 

A negative, not positive correlation was predicted. It was hypothesized that as the 

composite stringency of campaign finance laws decreased, the party polarization distances would 

increase or vice versa. The logic behind this hypothesis is that states would look to Citizens 
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United as a precedent and rollback progress, therefore resulting in increased polarization 

distances. Instead, as the stringency of campaign finance laws increased, the polarization levels 

increased. Additionally, this correlation strengthened from 2002 to 2012. The strength of the 

relationship rose by 0.049 from Figure 1 to Figure 2, indicating an increase. The closer a value is 

to 0, the weaker the relationship. 

Furthermore, a component of regression analysis is the value of r. The value of r for 2002 

and 2004 data is 0.0697, signifying a positive, but weak correlation between the variables. The 

value of r for 2012 and 2014 data is 0.1187, also signifying a positive, but weak correlation 

between the variables. These numbers represent the correlation of these variables. 

Unexpected Findings 

These results were not expected and challenge the literature concerning the connection 

between campaign finance laws and party polarization. Even though, other studies have not 

established strong evidence, it is thought that more stringent campaign finance laws would 

reduce the idealist centered laws to encourage less party polarization. Raymond La Raja and 

Brian Schaffner found that there is strong evidence campaign finance laws allowed for the flood 

of idealists elected (2016). Studies implicate that over time lessening the restrictions of campaign 

finance laws would decrease the levels of polarization (La Raja 2014, 224-258; La Rja and 

Schaffner 2016). However, this study found that polarization increases in states that maintained, 

increased, and decreased their composite stringency of campaign finance laws. Within the 

literature, the little evidence and reverse correlation found in this study between stricter 

campaign finance laws and polarization distances in states reveal that campaign finance laws is 

not the major influence of varying polarization distances. 
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Another surprise in this data was the very small increase in both the composite stringency 

of campaign finance laws and party polarization levels as shown in Figure 3 and Figure 4, along 

with the stagnation of campaign finance reform in 75% of the state's tested. From this, it can be 

concluded that before and after Citizens United, in this 10 year period, both variables stayed 

about the same. This was unexpected, because polarization levels are extreme today compared to 

the 1970s and it was hypothesized that some unravelling of campaign reform progress would 

occur after Citizens United, but this was not the case. Of course, it must be noted that correlation 

does not mean causation, despite the discovered relationship turning out to be different than 

expected. 

Role of Citizens United 

Citizens United eliminated some restrictions on the way corporations could spend money 

in elections in 2010 but, states generally did not follow suit. In fact, only 3 states lost points on 

the stringency of their campaign finance laws, and in total only 5 points were lost. Instead, the 

composite stringency of campaign finance laws steadily increased and so did polarization levels, 

though by a small margin. The contradiction here is that a case as Citizens United would be 

thought to serve as a precedent for states to loosen their restrictions, but instead, as a whole, they 

tightened their restrictions. 

Paradoxical in this data is that even though the campaign finance laws got more stringent, 

the polarization levels still increased as shown in Table 2. Out of the 8 states whose stringency 

increased (green), 7 of their polarizations also increased (blue). All 3 of the states whose 

stringency decreased experienced an increase in polarization as well. This positive relationship 

refutes the hypothesis tested in this study that more stringent laws would correlate with smaller 
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polarization distances. A key misinterpretation of this data, is concluding the results from the 48 

states as a whole. A few outliers could skew the results. This is why Table 2 was restricted to the 

states who actually underwent changes in their composite stringency. 

Study’s Findings in Context of the Literature 

These results are in accordance with the concept that polarization has increased, but it 

challenges the notion that stricter laws on campaign finance disclosure, contribution limits, and 

public financing may mediate the corruption of money. Even though corruption exists, there is 

little evidence that it is correlated with polarization levels (Cordis and Milyo 2013, 13). 

In a 2013 study, Researchers Adriana Cordis and Jeff Milyo found no strong evidence of 

a correlation between corruption rates and campaign finance laws (13). Party polarization levels 

and corruption are related in this study. Stricter campaign finance laws are thought to defend 

against corruption, so, in turn, the laws enabling an idealist political atmosphere should better 

align preferences with American popular opinion, which would, in theory, result in a decrease in 

party polarization distances. Even though they looked at corruption rates instead of party 

polarization levels, the results are in agreeance. Similar to the results of this study, there was no 

convincing evidence that party polarization levels nor corruption rates are correlated with 

campaign finance laws. 

Researcher Patrick Flavin found that stricter contribution limits lead to more competition, 

because of the leveled playing field (2015, 77). Likewise, Researcher Robert Hogan found that 

stricter campaign finance laws increases the likelihood for challengers (2000, 941-946). 

However, if an aspect of the composite stringency of campaign finance laws leads to more 

competition because of the related less total money spent for campaigns, it is peculiar that there 
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is a gap with Flavin’s and Hogan’s findings in comparison to the absence of a correlation with 

campaign finance statutes and corruption or polarization levels in this study’s findings, as well as 

what Cordis and Milyo found. 

The explanation for these mismatches may lie in the limitations of using the summed 

dummy variable approach. Since the study wanted to compare over the years, Witko’s evaluation 

table was emulated. Over the years, however, the components of disclosure, contribution limits, 

and public financing adapted to the changing times. For example, electronic filing became 

prominent in many of the states evaluated for 2012. However, this study delimited items such as 

that, to keep the coding unchanged. Additionally, within the approach, is essentially a 

generalization of items. For example, two states can receive the same point such as item i. Under 

contribution limits that accounts for contribution limits placed on individuals. One state may 

have only one limit, while another may impose several strict limits, yet they would both receive 

1 point. 

Further, another limitation was that there was no polarization data reported for 2 states in 

2014, so Kentucky and Iowa were excluded for both sets of data as to eliminate disparities. This 

was one of the limitations of the codebook, because “not all state years have measurement, due 

to the ragged availability of state legislative roll call data” (Shor and McCarty, 2015). Another 

limitation was that I could not find Witko’s detailed point assignments in each sub-indices, so 

based off his composite scores for each category, I replicated that part of his study using the 

2002 chart from the Federal Election Commission to find out which items he assigned a point to. 

In consideration of these drawbacks, it was pragmatic to investigate other method 

options. However, practical reasons led me to this approach because I wanted to look before and 
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after Citizens United. Witko had already completed 1 of 4 parts of the data I needed for before 

Citizens United. In addition, the summed dummy variable approach was in the parameters of my 

limited knowledge of quantitative approaches in the political science discipline. Moreover, 

reformers vouch for the effects of campaign finance laws. In fact, research such as Witko’s 

found correlations between the state’s campaign finance laws with “state campaign finance 

regulation, campaign spending, and fundraising” (2005, 297). In light of the numerous 

correlations, it was helpful for the researcher to receive help in this study’s endeavor.  

My knowledge was limited considering the vastness of the political science discipline and 

the unfamiliarity concerning the quantitative approach. Particularly in the directional period of 

the research, I received guidance from two political science professors: Dr. Crespin, an expert in 

political science, from the University of Oklahoma and Dr. Heberlig from the University of 

North Carolina at Charlotte. These consultants were a crucial resource in navigating research. 

For example, several reports, tutorials, and pieces of advice were sent from the consultants to aid 

me in reaching a valid end result. 

The findings of this study illustrate that stricter legislation is not a major predictor of 

lower levels of polarization. The implications of this weak correlation is that reformers should 

study other explanations to mitigate the growing divide. Future researchers should explore other 

possible factors of the increasing party polarization. They could survey adults to see what they 

think the major cause of party polarization is and compare those survey responses to the opinions 

of political scientists. Results of a study like this would identify the gap that exists between 

voting citizens and political scientists. Implications of such a study would inform voters of what 

methods experts think will reduce congressional gridlock. 
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Conclusion 

Despite there being little connection between campaign finance laws and party 

polarization levels, this study refuted the reasoning that reformers can reduce party polarization 

by imposing stringent campaign finance laws. Instead, they must exhaust other explanations to 

figure out what will decrease party polarization levels. This study elucidated the lack of relation 

between the composite strictness of campaign finance laws and amounts of polarization. Moving 

forward, it is imperative that researchers investigate other areas.  
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Appendix A  
Detailed Composite Stringency of Campaign Finance Laws 

 

State 

total 
score 
2002 

Amount 
of 
increase/ 
decrease 

total 
score 
2012 

disclosure 
2002 

disclosure 
2012 

contributi
on limits 
2002 

contributi
on limits 
2012 

public 
financing 
2002 

public 
financing 
2012 

AK 11 +1 12 6 7 0 0 5 5 

AR 14 0 14 8 8 4 4 2 2 

AL 4 +1 5 2 3 1 1 1 1 

AZ 20 0 20 7 7 6 6 7 7 

CA 9 +1 10 4 4 4 4 1 2 

CO 13 0 13 8 8 5 5 0 0 

CT 12 +1 13 6 7 6 5 0 1 

DE 9 0 9 4 4 5 5 0 0 

FL 13 0 13 6 6 4 4 3 3 

GA 3 +1 4 0 0 3 3 0 1 

HI 14 0 14 4 4 5 5 5 5 

ID 13 0 13 7 7 4 4 2 2 

IL 4 +1 5 4 5 0 0 0 0 

IN 8 0 8 4 4 2 2 2 2 

KS 10 0 10 6 6 4 4 0 0 

LA 12 0 12 8 8 4 4 0 0 

MA 15 0 15 7 7 5 5 3 3 

MD 9 +2 11 3 5 4 4 2 2 

ME 12 0 12 5 5 2 2 5 5 

MI 15 0 15 7 7 5 5 3 3 

MN 16 0 16 4 4 6 6 6 6 

MO 8 0 8 5 5 3 3 0 0 

MS 3 0 3 2 2 1 1 0 0 

MT 11 -2 9 6 4 5 5 0 0 

NC 13 0 13 5 7 5 3 3 3 

ND 6 0 6 2 2 4 4 0 0 

NE 7 +2 9 5 5 0 2 2 2 

NH 12 0 12 5 5 6 6 1 1 

NJ 12 0 12 5 5 4 4 3 3 

NM 9 +3 12 7 7 0 3 2 2 
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NV 11 0 11 5 5 6 6 0 0 

NY 11 0 11 6 6 5 5 0 0 

OH 16 0 16 8 8 5 5 3 3 

OK 12 0 12 7 7 5 5 0 0 

OR 8 -2 6 7 5 1 1 0 0 

PA 10 0 10 5 5 4 4 1 1 

RI 16 0 16 5 5 6 6 5 5 

SC 8 0 8 4 4 4 4 0 0 

SD 8 0 8 4 4 4 4 0 0 

TN 9 -1 8 3 3 6 5 0 0 

TX 4 0 4 2 2 1 1 1 1 

UT 9 0 9 6 6 1 1 2 2 

VA 7 0 7 6 6 0 0 1 1 

VT 9 0 9 5 5 3 3 1 1 

WA 11 0 11 7 7 4 4 0 0 

WI 17 0 17 6 6 6 6 5 5 

WV 12 0 12 7 7 5 5 0 0 

WY 12 0 12 7 7 5 5 0 0 

 

Key: 

Blue = composite stringency of campaign finance laws got more lenient 

Green = composite stringency of campaign finance laws got stricter 

Red = composite stringency of campaign finance laws remained the same 
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Appendix B 

States’ Party Polarization 
 

state polarization 2004 Amount of increase/decrease polarization 2014 

AZ 1.937 +.6415 2.5785 

WI 1.803 +.126 1.929 

MN 1.8365 +.2565 2.093 

OH 1.624 +.158 1.782 

RI 0.443 +.1545 0.5975 

MA 0.9965 +.1295 1.126 

MI 1.9735 +.092 2.0655 

AR 0.4715 +.4075 0.879 

HI 1.0875 +.8795 1.967 

CO 2.113 +.7975 2.9105 

CT 1.401 +.6795 2.0805 

FL 1.6305 +.021 1.6515 

ID 1.508 +.453 1.961 

NC 1.329 +.3665 1.6955 

AK 0.5825 +.8475 1.43 

LA 1.5545 -.736 0.8185 

NH 1.73 -.058 1.672 

ME 0.973 +.7945 1.7675 

NJ 1.236 -.21 1.026 

NM 0.77 +1.193 1.963 

OK 1.111 +.16 1.271 

WV 1.476 -.5 0.976 

WY 1.623 -.323 1.3 

MD 1.232 +.667 1.899 

NV 1.4455 -.011 1.4345 

NY 2.1485 -.7045 1.444 

WA 1.109 +1.123 2.232 

CA 1.2405 +1.887 3.1275 

KS 2.922 -1.266 1.656 

PA 0.7665 +.555 1.3215 

DE 1.688 -.6825 1.0055 

MT 1.817 +.3045 2.1215 

NE 1.23 +.004 1.234 
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UT 1.5945 +.0845 1.679 

VT 1.359 +.275 1.3685 

IN 1.2575 +.0895 1.347 

MO 1.7015 +.3545 2.056 

SC 1.4275 -.52 1.3755 

SD 1.1485 -.53 1.0955 

TN 1.045 +.4315 1.4765 

VA 0.731 +.9475 1.6785 

ND 1.562 -.4335 1.1285 

OR 1.09 +.6505 1.7405 

AL 1.176 +.396 1.572 

IL 1.112 +.169 1.281 

GA 1.8465 -.053 1.7935 

TX 1.4955 +.9315 2.427 

MS 1.0905 +.305 1.3955 

 

Key: 

Blue = polarization distance decreased 

Green = polarization distance increased 
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