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I.  INTRODUCTION 
 

Americans agree that the campaign finance system is broken. The vast majority of Americans, 
whether liberal or conservative, Democrat or Republican, believe that the campaign finance system 
needs “fundamental changes,” or that it should be “completely rebuilt.”1  

 
A primary concern for many is that the system is out of balance, with big money having far too much 
influence over policy, drowning out the voices of ordinary voters.2 At the same time, Americans have 
expressed concerns that the dominance of a tiny minority of donors limits voter choice by making it 
less likely that candidates without access to those donors can “gain voter attention” and run 
competitively.3   

 
These concerns reflect actual changes in campaign fundraising in recent years. The share of 
donations coming from small donors is shrinking, while the amount coming from a relative handful 
of megadonors is increasing exponentially. In 1994, small donors gave three times as much to federal 
candidates, parties and political committees as donors contributing more than $10,000, but by 2014, 
those large donors gave more than all small donors combined.4 In 2016, the top 100 individual super 
PAC donors spent nearly $800 million, or 11 percent of all federal election spending.5 That’s more 
than double the level they gave in 2012, and a modern day record.6 

 
An equally dramatic trend exists at the state level as well. In 2016, states including North Carolina, 
California, and Wisconsin saw record amounts of spending on state races by so called “independent” 
groups.7 The biggest outside spenders in those states were primarily funded by five- six- and seven-
figure contributions and received essentially none of their funding from small donors.8 Meanwhile, 
direct contributions by small donors to candidates have not kept pace with the growth in outside 
spending — over the previous several election cycles the share of direct contributions to candidates 
from small donors in those states remained almost constant.9 

 
Several commentators have convincingly argued that the reliance on such a small group of donors 
has had a real impact on how members of Congress do their jobs, with one noting that candidates 
must spend “countless hours raising money by courting a limited number of individuals, instead of 
meeting voters, engaging opponents, debating or voting on legislation.”10 

 
The Brennan Center has long argued that any effort at comprehensive campaign finance reform 
should have three primary goals: (1) increasing and diversifying participation in the electoral process, 
by having a greater pool of Americans provide campaign contributions; (2) encouraging candidates 
and parties to focus more on connecting with prospective voters, by having them spend more time, 
including when fundraising, with those voters; and (3) reducing barriers to entry that discourage 
everyday Americans without access to big donors from running for office. 

 
Our preferred solution for these goals has been a small donor matching system. Under this system, 
public matching funds amplify small donations, so long as the candidate agrees to strict fundraising 
limits. There is substantial evidence from New York City and elsewhere that a small donor matching 
system can make significant progress in achieving those goals.11  

 
But, in recent years, some advocates have promoted additional and alternative reforms to reach these 
goals. A tax credit for political contributions has been popular, particularly with groups skeptical of 
other campaign finance reforms. Take Back Our Republic, a conservative group focused on 
campaign finance reform, has proposed a $100 tax credit for political contributions, and in 2013, 
Representative Tom Petri (R-WI) proposed a $200 tax credit or $600 tax deduction. More traditional 
advocates for campaign finance reform such as Represent Us, an advocacy group, and Representative 
John Sarbanes (D-MD) have put forth tax credit proposals as well.12 
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In fact, the idea of a tax credit to encourage political participation is nothing new. Between 1972 and 
1986, millions of Americans claimed a federal tax credit to subsidize hundreds of millions of dollars 
of contributions.13 And over the last few decades, several states have allowed their residents to do the 
same.   

 
Similar ideas to return tax dollars to individuals that support local political candidates have also had 
success at the ballot box. In the last two years, voters in Seattle approved a program which allows 
residents to make small political donations using tax dollars, and voters in Tallahassee passed a 
program that refunds small donations.14 

 
It is time to revive a system of tax incentives for small political donations. But it is not enough to 
merely adopt a system that existed more than three decades ago. Congress and the states designed 
their programs before the internet revolutionized giving by small donors. The Brennan Center 
proposes a tax credit structure that would use modern technology, including the internet, to make it 
easier and faster for both voters and candidates to benefit from the credit.  The old federal tax credit 
could take many months to claim, something that many believe limited its appeal, making it less likely 
to bring in new donors.  With 21st century technology, we can make claiming (or, in the case of 
candidates asking for) the credit almost as easy as sending a text. 

 
We also offer ideas to address new realities; increasingly, thanks to Supreme Court decisions like 
Citizens United, political spending is coming from outside groups and donors who are not subject to 
the same disclosure regime as candidates and parties. We suggest structuring the tax credit in a way 
that will encourage voters to give to the candidates and parties that directly represent them, and 
encourage candidates and parties to raise money from the constituents they are elected to represent.  

 
If constructed in the right way, tax credits can help fundamentally change the way campaigns in the 
United States raise money, and get us closer to our three stated goals of reform. A successful 
program will turn average constituents from merely voters to be courted at the late stages of an 
election into potential financial backers who can form the foundation of a candidacy. It will bring 
traditionally less-active people into the political process, and it will lower the barriers to running for 
office for average Americans who lack access to big donors. 

 
A tax credit system for the 21st century, whether at the local, state, or federal level, would contain the 
following elements:  

1. Tax credits would be easy and inexpensive to claim: Individuals should be able to claim the credit 
either online or by giving their tax information directly to the candidate or political party they wish to 
support.  

2. To strengthen parties and to ensure that candidates’ funding comes from their constituents, 
taxpayers should be eligible to receive two distinct credits. One would be for contributions to 
candidates from their state. The second would be for contributions to political parties. At the federal 
level, the Brennan Center suggests a $50 credit for each contribution per election cycle. 

3. Tax credits should have enough value that candidates will actively solicit them: In addition to being 
easy to use, taxpayers should be allowed to “bank” their credits for use in the next election cycle. 
This will increase their value over time and should increase the likelihood that candidates will actively 
pursue contributions from new donors.  

4. Jurisdictions should pair tax credits with other reforms that further increase the voice of small 
donors: This could mean a system for matching small contributions beyond those eligible for the tax 
credit, or subjecting candidates who agree to receive tax credit contributions to reasonable limits on 
large donations or spending.  
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II.  THE RISE AND FALL OF FEDERAL TAX INCENTIVES 
 
From the first income tax in 1861, lawmakers have used the tax system to encourage and discourage 
certain behavior.15 And for more than 60 years there have been proposals — some enacted, some not 
— to use the tax code to encourage small political contributions.  

 
Members of Congress introduced the first bills using the tax code to reward political contributions in 
1955. One proposal allowed for a $100 tax deduction (equivalent to $900 today) for contributions to 
federal candidates. A backer of the legislation noted it “would indeed broaden the base of political 
finance, since it would encourage the average person to contribute.”16 

 
But it would take 16 years, until 1971, for a tax incentive plan to become law, passed with a 
supermajority in the Senate and signed by President Richard Nixon.17 Taxpayers could then claim a 
50 percent tax credit for donations to federal, state, and local candidates, political parties, or 
committees up to $12.50 or $25 for a married couple filing jointly (worth about $150 today).18 
Alternatively, a taxpayer could get a 100 percent tax deduction for the first $50 of contributions.19 
Congress doubled these values in 1974, and then doubled the value of the credit again in 1978 while 
repealing the deduction option.20 By 1979, individuals could claim a credit worth up to $50 and 
married couples could claim up to $100 if they contributed $200 (worth about $300 today).21 

 
To a degree however, the system was problematic. Small donors could only claim the credit if they 
had tax liability, and they only received a credit for half of their donation.22 Moreover, small donors 
had to wait to receive the benefit, because they could only claim the credit through the standard 
annual income tax filing process. 
 
Nevertheless, the credit was reasonably popular during its 15-year lifespan. In its first year, 1972, 2.3 
percent of tax returns claimed the credit and another 1.2 percent claimed the deduction.23 
Participation grew steadily and reached its peak during the 1980 presidential election when 5.8 
percent of tax filers claimed the credit.24 These claims amounted to $269 million, which means that 
the credit subsidized more than $500 million in contributions (worth about $1.5 billion today).25   
But the system of credits and deductions ended in 1986, a casualty of a tax simplification bill that 
consolidated rates and eliminated many deductions. 26 

Use of the Federal Political Contribution Tax Credit27 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Year Number of tax returns claiming 
the credit 

Percent of tax returns claiming 
the credit 

1972 1,749,000 2.3% 
1973 1,126,000 1.4% 
1974 1,374,700 1.6% 
1975 1,571,300 1.9% 
1976 2,341,500 2.8% 
1977 2,602,400 3.0% 
1978 3,560,400 4.0% 
1979 4,069,200 4.4% 
1980 5,419,200 5.8% 
1981 5,207,400 5.5% 
1982 5,243,600 5.5% 
1983 4,966,800 5.2% 
1984 3,764,100 3.8% 
1985 4,290,400 4.2% 
1986 4,604,600 4.5% 
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III.  STATE TAX POLICIES 
 

After the demise of the federal program, five states — Arkansas, Minnesota, Montana, Ohio, and 
Virginia — adopted similar programs, and Oregon maintained a preexisting one, though the systems 
themselves vary widely. In four states, a taxpayer can receive up to $50 for contributing up to $50. In 
Oregon, this includes contributions to federal, state and local candidates, political parties and PACs. 
In Minnesota, only contributions to state candidates and parties are eligible. In Ohio, contributions 
to state and local candidates are eligible, while in Arkansas the tax credit applies to contributions to 
state candidates, political parties and PACs. Under Virginia’s less generous program, a taxpayer could 
receive up to $25 for contributing $50 to state and local candidates. Montana, allows for a tax 
deduction of up to $100 for contributing $100 to federal, state and local candidates, political parties, 
and PACs.  

 
              Recent State Political Contribution Incentives 

Program Eligible contributions Incentive  
Oregon28 Federal/state/ local candidates, 

parties and PACs 
100% tax credit for first $50 

Minnesota29* State political parties and 
candidates 

100% refund for first $50 

Ohio30 State/local candidates 100% tax credit for first $50 
Virginia31** State/local candidates 50% tax credit for first $50 
Arkansas32 State candidates, parties and 

PACs 
100% tax credit for first $50 

Montana33 Federal/state/ local candidates, 
parties, and PACs 

100% tax deduction up to $100 

                   *Minnesota temporarily suspended its refund program in 201534 
     **Virginia discontinued its tax credit in 201735 
 

When structured correctly, these programs appear to create incentives for candidates to spend more 
time appealing to small donors. For instance, in a 2006 survey, 86 percent of state legislative 
candidates in Minnesota and 60 percent of candidates in Ohio “asked for contributions from less 
affluent people” because of each state’s system of tax incentives.36  

 
Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that these incentives bring in contributions from a broader 
population than normally contributes to political campaigns. In Ohio, for example, filers using the 
state’s political donation tax credit are more representative of the public than donors generally are. In 
2006, 85 percent of Ohioans had incomes of less than $75,000 a year, while, according to a study by 
the Campaign Finance Institute of six states, including Ohio, only 26 percent of campaign donors 
did.37 Of those donors claiming the political contribution tax credit, however, 63 percent had 
incomes of less than $75,000.38  Persons claiming the political contribution credit were significantly 
more representative of the general public than other donors. And in Minnesota, 66 percent of 
candidates surveyed said that the Political Contribution Refund program brought in new donors that 
would not have given otherwise.39 

 
While there is some evidence that these programs expand the donor pool and change the way that 
candidates run their campaigns, there is also evidence that these effects are small. Participation in 
these programs is low — often less than two percent. And it is not clear whether or not they all 
affect donor behavior. A 2002 Ohio survey found that only eight percent of donors said the state’s 
tax credit influenced their decision to donate.40  
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IV.  FEATURES OF A 21ST CENTURY TAX SYSTEM 
 

While the data is limited, and the contours of each state’s program vary, they provide some lessons in 
crafting an optimal system for using the tax code to encourage the solicitation and giving of small 
donations from a broader slice of the electorate. A 21st century system should have the following 
features: 
 
Tax Credits Should Be Easy and Inexpensive to Use 

A system which requires taxpayers to wait until their annual filing for credit or reimbursement places 
unnecessary obstacles in the way of widespread participation.                                                                                                                 
Minnesota’s Political Contribution Refund (PCR) program is a good illustration of how reducing the 
cost and difficulty of using a refund or credit can increase its use. In Minnesota, when a donor makes 
a contribution to a candidate or political party, the recipient gives the donor a receipt. The donor 
then fills out a simple form, attaches the receipt, and submits it to the Minnesota Department of 
Revenue.41 Within six weeks the donor receives a refund of up to $50.42  
 
Since its beginnings nearly 25 years ago, Minnesota’s program has had among the highest rates of 
participation. In 2006, a gubernatorial election year, more than 100,000 people claimed refunds, equal 
to approximately four percent of Minnesota’s individual income tax returns for that year and worth a 
total of $6.2 million.43 Due to alleged budget constraints, Minnesota suspended the program in 
2010.44 The state revived the program in time for the 2014 gubernatorial election, and paid out $3 
million to 45,000 donors.45  
 
Even with this downturn, participation rates in Minnesota are significantly higher than in states 
where it is more cumbersome to garner equally valuable refunds. Arkansas’ political contribution tax 
credit is also worth $50, and unlike Minnesota, it even applies to PAC donations. But donors can 
only claim the Arkansas credit on their annual tax forms. In 2014, the most recent gubernatorial 
election year, only 0.8 percent of Arkansas filers claimed the credit.46  

 
The cost to the donor matters as well. Virginia’s credit was worth only 50 percent of a donation up to 
$50, which means that it costs donors money to claim that tax credit. So it is probably no coincidence 
that Virginia had the lowest participation rate of any state.47 Ohio’s credit is identical to Virginia’s 
except that it is worth 100 percent of the contribution. Notably, it has a participation rate double that 
of Virginia’s.48 Montana’s system also offers evidence that participation decreases when a program 
only partially reimburses contributions. Montana is the only state that employs a tax deduction rather 
than a credit, which means that small donors cannot recoup the full amount of their contribution. In 
the 2012 cycle, less than 2 percent of filers claimed the deduction.49 

 
Proposal: 

A new system for contribution tax credits can make it easier to take advantage of the credit through 
the use of modern technology. The Brennan Center proposes two methods that could take advantage 
of web-based technology to make the entire process faster, simpler and less expensive for citizens. 
First, a user should be able to go to an online portal, select the eligible candidate or party that they 
would like to contribute to, provide all necessary information, and have the value of their credit 
transferred to that candidate or party. 
Arizona already uses an online portal for candidates trying to qualify for its public financing program. 
To participate, candidates must collect a set number of $5 contributions from voters in their district. 
Through Arizona’s E-Qual site, voters log in, see a list of participating candidates running for offices 
in their districts, and make $5 contributions to candidates of their choice.50 

 



6 | BRENNAN CENTER FOR JUSTICE 

	

Second, donors should have the option of providing the eligible candidate or party with a signed 
document that includes relevant donor information, so that the candidate or party themselves can 
request the funds from the agency administering the program. Donors in Minnesota must fill out a 
form like this to receive a refund, but there is no value in placing the burden on the individual rather 
than the candidate.   

 
Neither of these systems requires the donor to take money out of his or her own pocket. Rather than 
give the refund to the donor, the government can provide it directly to the candidate or party that the 
donor wishes to support. If a candidate withdraws from the program and returns all disbursed funds, 
the administrators should automatically notify donors that they are once again eligible to make a 
credited contribution.  

 
In addition to increasing participation, we believe that this design will spur political giving by 
individuals who do not normally make political contributions. In 2006, when Minnesota’s PCR 
program saw its greatest participation, voting-age Minnesotans generally were more than twice as 
likely as adults in other states to contribute to candidates for state office.51 This suggests the 
convenience of the PCR program expands the population of donors to include those that do not 
commonly make political contributions. The Brennan Center believes that, by using technology to 
make a credit even simpler and quicker to use for small donors, the population of contributors will 
further expand.  
 
Tax Credits Should Be Available to Support Parties and Not Just Candidates 

There is evidence that allowing small donors to give to political entities aside from candidates 
increases the use of tax credits. Under Oregon’s political contribution tax credit – the only incentive 
program that predates the federal credit — individuals may claim the credit for contributions to 
federal, state, and local candidates, as well as for PAC contributions. The credit is worth 100 percent 
of the first $50 of contributions,52 and for the last seven tax years, an average of 6.2 percent of filers 
claimed the credit — the most of any state.53 In 2008 and 2012, the last two presidential election 
years for which data is available, 7.8 and 7.0 percent of tax filers claimed the credit.54 In Minnesota, 
where contributions to both candidates and parties are eligible for refunds, 60 percent of refunded 
contributions go to state and local political parties rather than candidates.55  

 
There is great value in facilitating small donor contributions to political parties as well. Political 
parties influence who runs for office, set policy agendas, and wield significant power in 
government.56 Fostering greater reliance on small donors can make political parties more responsive 
to average Americans when they carry out these responsibilities. Moreover, because political parties 
need to have broad public appeal to have long-term success, they provide an important 
counterweight to narrower and more short-sighted interest groups.57 Well-funded parties that are also 
more responsive to ordinary citizens will strengthen democracy.58  

 
Proposal: 

To encourage contributions to candidates and parties, we propose a system in which individuals 
would be eligible for two tax credits in each election cycle. One credit would be available for 
contributions to candidates from the same state as the donor, and the other for contributions to 
political parties.  

 
To create additional incentives for parties to solicit small contributors, credit-eligible donations 
should not count against the federal limits on coordinated expenditures between a candidate and a 
party.59 The concern that coordinated expenditures may be a vehicle for circumvention of other 
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contribution limits is not present when the contributions funding the expenditures are sufficiently 
small as to qualify for a tax credit.  

 
It is Necessary to Create Greater Public Awareness of Tax Credits 

Donors must know that a credit or refund exists in order to take advantage of it, and candidates and 
parties must know to incorporate it into their fundraising appeals. A 2002 Ohio survey found that 
only 27 percent of the public knew about the state’s donation tax credit.60 In the years preceding the 
survey, just 0.5 percent of Ohio tax filers claimed the credit annually.61 In Arkansas, even some 
candidates running for office were not aware of that state’s tax credit, and in the most recent 
statewide election less than one percent of filers took advantage of it.62 

 
Evidence suggests that even a marginal increase in awareness of tax incentives can have an outsize 
effect. In the 2002 Ohio survey, just four percent of Ohioans said they had made a political 
contribution. Yet, another 4.7 percent said they very likely would have made a donation if they had 
known about the credit.63 This suggests that increased awareness could double the donor pool in 
Ohio. Moreover, according to the Ohio survey, the demographics of an expanded donor pool would 
more closely mirror Ohio’s general population when it comes to age, income, gender, race, and 
education.64 Another instructive example comes from the federal presidential public financing 
system. At first, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) required taxpayers to participate via a difficult-to-
find form. After the IRS placed a check-off box on the first page of the standard income tax form, 
participation jumped from 3 percent of taxpayers to 15 percent.65  

 
Proposal: 

State and local governments that provide tax credits for campaign donations should develop 
campaigns to draw attention to them. However, awareness of the credit is more likely to increase if 
candidates and parties publicize it in the process of seeking small contributions. Studies in Ohio and 
Virginia found that nonpartisan awareness campaigns that inform voters of the credit will, at best, 
lead to a marginal increase in use of the credit.66 But, in Oregon and Minnesota — the states with the 
greatest participation in their contribution incentive programs — outreach by recipients themselves 
does appear to significantly increase giving.67 

   
The more credits are worth, the more likely candidates and parties will work to publicize and collect 
them. One way to increase the potential value of credits without increasing the annual amount 
offered to individuals is to allow donors to “bank” their credits, and use them in subsequent election 
cycles. For instance, if a small donor has an unused tax credit of $50 in 2018 and a new $50 in 2020 
the donor could simply assign $100 to a candidate or a party in 2020. This aggregation should 
encourage campaigns to reach out to individuals who are not normally politically engaged. As years 
pass, those individuals will be able to make larger contributions without incurring any additional cost. 
If people who do not normally participate are more likely to allow the credits to accumulate, then it 
should be increasingly worthwhile for candidates and parties to reach out to these individuals. The 
ability of residents to use prior years’ credits may initially present difficulties to states in predicting 
the budgetary cost of a tax credit, but states can guard against these budget risks through close 
tracking of use of the credit in its early years and possibly by capping the amount the state will 
disburse under the credit in any year.68 A cap should be high enough to allow for wide participation 
in most years while avoiding the cost of unforeseen increases.  

 
To further encourage outreach to new communities, jurisdictions may want to consider allowing 
individuals without income tax liability to be able to claim the tax credits. The Earned Income Tax 
Credit and the Additional Child Tax Credit are two popular federal tax credits that are refundable, 
meaning they are available to the 45 percent of households that do not have federal income tax 
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liability — households which are disproportionately made up of women, children, and single 
parents.69 While only 55 percent of households pay federal income tax, 90 percent contribute to the 
federal Treasury through taxes on common goods such as gasoline.70  

 
At the state level, delinking the credit from income tax may be particularly important. Seven states 
have no state income tax.71 Several of those states raise additional revenue through higher-than-
average sales and property taxes, as well as taxes on specific goods or activities unique to the state 
like natural resource extraction.72 These payments are just as worthy of reimbursement as income tax 
payments.  

 
Finally, candidate contributions should only be eligible for the credit if the donor is registered to vote 
in the same state as the candidate. Candidates that want to get the most benefit out of these 
subsidized contributions will have to reach out to a greater number of constituents and persons in 
neighboring districts for support. Currently, members of Congress raise large portions of their funds 
from donors far removed from their constituencies. In 2016, House members raised an average of 
only 34 percent of their money within their districts and at least fifteen members of the House and 
Senate raised the majority from out-of-state donors.73 

 
Pair Tax Credit With a Public Financing System 

Perhaps the best way to leverage small donor incentives is to make it an element of a public financing 
system. In Minnesota, for instance, candidates have to agree to several requirements before their 
donors can be part of the reimbursement program. This creates a powerful lure for candidates to 
abide by rules on spending limits and requirements for a minimum number of small contributors as 
prerequisites to participate in the state’s public financing program.74 

 
The spending limits make small contributions a viable option for funding a competitive campaign. 
Provided that a candidate can reasonably expect small contributions to help him or her reach the 
spending cap, there is less reason for candidates to pursue larger contributions.75  

 
Similarly, low contribution limits likely increase use of refundable contributions by increasing the 
relative value of small refund-eligible contributions. Put simply, if a candidate can only raise money 
$100 at a time, then spending time pursuing a small contribution makes more sense than if they can 
raise money $1,000 at a time.  

 
This may explain why Minnesota’s program saw decreased use in 2014. Prior to that election the 
legislature doubled its contribution limits for state candidates.76 The share of contributions coming 
from small donors that year plummeted,77 and the number of people claiming refunds was half of the 
record highs seen in 2006.78 It appears that candidates may make less of an effort to pursue small, 
refund-eligible contributions in a world with higher donation limits.79  

 
Proposal: 

The $50 contributions encouraged by the tax credit suggested in this paper are small in the context of 
today’s political campaigns. Only if combined with additional reforms will such a tax credit 
dramatically change how candidates and parties finance their campaigns.  
Small donor matching funds are another way to further amplify the voice of ordinary Americans.80 If 
a donor makes contributions through this tax credit system, they should have additional small 
contributions matched with public funds. Congressman Sarbanes’ bill already combines a tax credit 
with small donor matching funds for federal candidates.81 Legislation introduced in Missouri would 
have created a similar combination of incentives. There, Senate Bill 756 would have established six-
to-one matching for small dollar contributions up to $25 and would have created a $25 refundable 
tax credit for contributions that qualified for matching funds.82 
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V.  A NOTE ON COST 
 

This program would of course cost money to fund, but the amount is relatively small and the impact 
could be substantial. When the American Enterprise Institute proposed a $200 tax credit for federal 
political contributions last decade, they estimated that, with a participation rate of 3 percent, the 
program would cost $1 billion in 2006. At that cost, AEI called a tax credit a “cost-effective and 
sound method for encouraging average Americans to participate in the political process.”83  

 
Using an analysis similar to AEI’s, we have estimated how much this program would cost if it were in 
place today in two states that currently have a form of political contribution tax credit, Oregon and 
Ohio.  

 
We first assume that roughly eight percent of adult residents will use their credits every election cycle. 
This participation rate of eight percent approximates the peak participation rate of 7.8 percent that 
Oregon’s tax credit saw in 2008, and is significantly higher than any other state tax credit has thus far 
achieved. Our assumption of higher participation rates is based on the fact that the technology and 
procedures in this proposal should make the credit much more attractive to potential donors.  

 
We also assume that the design of this system will result in donors giving somewhere between half 
and the full value of both of their $50 credits each cycle. AEI found that donors claiming traditional 
political contribution tax credits claimed only 64 percent of the credits’ value on average.84  

 
Based on these assumptions, this program would cost approximately $13 million and $26 million per 
two-year election cycle in Oregon and between $36 million and $72 million in Ohio, or between 
about $3 and $6 per resident in both states.85 By way of comparison, in the 2016 Oregon Governor’s 
race, candidates received $9.4 million in contributions, and in the 2014 Ohio Governor’s race, 
candidates received a total of $26 million in total.86  

 
At the federal level, such a program would cost between $460 and $920 million per two-year cycle, or 
between $1 and $3 per American.87 In a single election cycle, that would approximate the $679 
million all outside groups — including both super PACs and dark money groups — spent on 
congressional races in 2016.88 It is no exaggeration to say it could radically alter the balance of power 
in campaign fundraising.  
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VI.  CONCLUSION 
 

In recent years, Americans of all political persuasions have expressed disgust about the state of the 
country’s broken campaign finance system. Even so, the debate around reform has become 
increasingly stale and partisan. Using tax credits to increase participation beyond megadonors, and 
encourage candidates to reach out to small donors, is one of the few ideas that may break this logjam, 
and appeal to legislators and party leaders on both sides of the aisle. 
 
This paper offers suggestions for how to design a system that is consistent with values long espoused 
by the Brennan Center: (1) increasing and diversifying participation in the electoral process by having 
a greater pool of Americans providing campaign contributions; (2) encouraging candidates and 
parties to focus more on connecting with a larger number of prospective voters by having them 
spend more time fundraising from those voters; and (3) reducing barriers to entry that discourage 
everyday Americans without access to big donors from running for office. 
 
The proposals in this paper are not meant to be a one-size fits all solution. Partisans of various 
stripes are likely to agree with some suggestions more than others. And even where all agree on the 
goals, adoption of tax credits at the state and federal levels will necessarily differ from one 
jurisdiction to the next depending on the relevant laws regulating the administration of tax incentives, 
which will necessarily impact the ultimate design of any system.  
 
Nevertheless, we are hopeful that the suggestions in this paper can be a starting point for bipartisan 
efforts to reform federal and state campaign finance laws. 
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