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As part of a series of analyses of outside spending in the 2014 midterm elections, the Brennan 
Center examined outside expenditures reported to the FEC in the 11 most competitive senate 
contests.* “Outside spending” is spending focused on the election by anyone other than the 
candidates. These competitive races have attracted the greatest amount of outside spending and 
reveal significant trends in the influence of money in politics. We will release a detailed report after 
the election; this analysis examines outside spending through October 29. 

 

$328 million in nonparty outside expenditures  

In the 11 most competitive senate races, there has been $328 million in spending by groups other 
than the candidates and the political parties. As a comparison, in the 2012 elections, nonparty 
outside spending in senate races reached $259 million for all 33 contests. As with all analyses of FEC 
data, these totals do not include spending on ads that are not required to be reported to the FEC 
because they don’t explicitly call for a vote and are not aired close to an election.  

 

Three contests see record-breaking outside spending 

Three states – North Carolina ($78 million), Colorado ($64 million), and Iowa ($56 million) – have 
already broken the all-time record for most outside spending in a senate race, previously held by the 
Virginia 2012 contest, which hit $52 million. North Carolina has shattered the record with 50 
percent higher spending than last cycle in Virginia. Two more states are within striking distance of 
beating the previous record in the last days of the election: Alaska ($39 million) and Arkansas ($37 
million).

http://www.brennancenter.org/analysis/election-spending-2014-13-toss-house-districts
http://www.brennancenter.org/analysis/election-spending-2014-nine-toss-up-senate-races
http://www.brennancenter.org/publication/election-spending-2014-9-toss-senate-races
http://www.cfinst.org/pdf/vital/VitalStats_t14.pdf
https://www.opensecrets.org/outsidespending/summ.php?cycle=2012&disp=R&pty=A&type=S
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58 percent of nonparty outside spending was dark money  

“Dark money” is spending by groups that hide the identities of some or all of their donors. There 
was $190 million in dark money spent in these 11 races, far exceeding the $97 million spent by 
groups that hide all their donors across all 33 senate elections in 2012. Moreover, our totals don’t 
include tens of millions in unreported spending, all of it dark, meaning that the true portion of dark 
money is much higher than 58 percent. 

 The highest dollar amount of dark money is in North Carolina, with $36 million. This is far 
higher than the total election spending by candidates and all outside groups in last senate 
election in the state, in 2010, which saw less than $11 million spent. 

 

 

 

Republicans overtake Democrats in the outside spending race 

Across 10 of the most competitive races (excluding Kansas where there is no Democrat running), 
outside spending, including party spending, that favors Republicans ($207 million) is higher than 
that favoring Democrats ($193 million). This is in contrast to our prior analysis of spending through 
the end of September, where we found pro-Democrat groups collectively had higher spending than 
their counterparts, due in significant part to their attacks on Republicans during the primary season.  

 There is a stark difference in transparency between the two parties’ supporters. Pro-
Republican outside spending is far more likely to come from dark money groups, at 76 
percent of nonparty spending; pro-Democrat nonparty spending is 35 percent dark money. 
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Nonparty Outside Spending by Source 
11 Toss-Up Senate Races 

Total Nonparty Outside Spending: $328.3 Million 

http://sunlightfoundation.com/blog/2012/12/05/Who-benefited-most-from-dark-money-2012/
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Expenditures increase drastically as Election Day approaches 

Almost half of the outside expenditures during this two-year election cycle have been made since 
beginning of October: $207 million. October’s spending level was in turn almost double the outside 
spending in September, which saw $111 million in outside expenditures. Of course, our sample ends 
on October 29, and there may be significantly more spending in the final days before Election Day. 
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Biggest spenders 

The Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, the party’s national committee for the senate, is 
the highest spender, followed by the Senate Majority PAC, a group closely aligned with the 
Democratic Party. The rest of the top five consists of pro-Republican groups: the national party 
committee and two dark money groups. The highest dark-money spender is Crossroads GPS, an ally 
of the Republican Party, which dumped $14 million into these races in October alone to total $24 
million in expenditures through October 29.  

 

Top Outside Spenders – 11 Competitive Senate Races 

Organization Expenditures Description Transparency 

1. Democratic Senatorial 
Campaign Committee  

$51,931,858 Democratic party committee Full disclosure 

2. Senate Majority PAC $43,521,339 Democratic-aligned super 
PAC 

Full disclosure 

3. National Republican Senatorial 
Committee 

$36,863,756 Republican party committee Full disclosure 

4. Crossroads GPS $24,046,632 Conservative 501(c)(4) social 
welfare group 

No disclosure 

5. U.S. Chamber of Commerce $20,356,384 Conservative 501(c)(6) trade 
organization 

No disclosure 

6. Ending Spending Action Fund $18,616,125 Conservative super PAC Partial disclosure 

7. NextGen Climate Action 
Committee 

$18,206,175 Liberal super PAC Full disclosure 

8. Freedom Partners Action Fund $17,396,012 Conservative super PAC Partial disclosure 

9. American Crossroads $16,517,509 Conservative super PAC Partial disclosure 

10. National Rifle Association of 
America Political Victory Fund 

$11,047,785 Conservative PAC Full disclosure 

 

 

*We examined FEC data, as collected by the Sunlight Foundation, concerning independent expenditures 
through October 29. Our sample includes the eleven races that have been listed as “toss-ups” by the Cook 
Political Report in September or October: Alaska, Arkansas, Colorado, Georgia, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Michigan, New Hampshire, and North Carolina. In recent weeks, Kansas and New Hampshire 
have been listed as competitive and outside spending in those races has increased. Michigan is no longer listed 
as a toss-up, but outside spending in the race remains high.  

 

http://sunlightfoundation.com/
http://cookpolitical.com/
http://cookpolitical.com/

