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Executive Summary

The dominating influence of large 
political donors shapes elections 
from beginning to end – from an 

individual’s decision to run for office, 
to a candidate’s ability to get his or 
her message out to the public, to the 
makeup of the people with whom a 
candidate spends time while running 
for and serving in office.  

A review of campaign finance data 
from the 2016 Oregon state elections 
shows that just 723 large donors to 
electoral campaigns outgave all 
small donors by nearly 14 to 1 – 
overwhelming the voices of regular 
Oregonians in candidate and ballot 
measure races. In addition to drown-
ing out regular voters, the dominance 
of big money may also affect who runs 
for office in the first place by deterring 
talented, committed, public-spirited 
people who don’t have access to wealthy 
donors. 

To ensure that elected office is open 
to those without access to deep-pock-
eted donors, and to amplify the voices 
of small donors, Oregon should adopt 

the proven strategy of matching 
small contributions to political 
campaigns. 

Large donors dominated contri-
butions to 2016 Oregon candidate 
and ballot measure campaigns. 

•	 In 2016, just 723 large individual 
and business donors (defined as 
those giving $5,000 or more) collec-
tively contributed $34.9 million 
to Oregon candidate and ballot 
measure campaigns. 

•	 In contrast, 31,112 small donors 
(defined as those giving $250 or 
less) collectively contributed $2.5 
million, meaning large donors 
outspent small donors nearly 14 to 
1. (See Figure ES-1.)

•	 It would have taken almost 270,500 
small donors to match the amount 
of money contributed by the 723 
large donors who gave to Oregon’s 
2016 electoral campaigns. 

•	 Even just the largest 25 donors to 
Oregon elections outgave all small 
donors by a ratio of 6.4 to 1.
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•	 A significant portion of large donor 
money came from out of state. Of 
total money given to campaigns by 
large donors, only 44 percent came 
from donors in Oregon; of campaign 
contributions made by small donors, 
almost 80 percent came from state 
residents.

Disparities between small and 
large donors exist in both candidate 
and ballot measure campaigns. 

•	 Large donors to candidate campaigns 
gave 3.7 times as much in total as 
small donors, while large donors to 
ballot measure campaigns outgave 
small donors by a ratio of 190 to 1.  
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Not every contributor to a candidate or ballot campaign can be readily categorized 
as a “large” or “small” donor. While labor unions typically pool a large number 

of small contributions, non-profit organizations and political action committees 
may be used either to channel individual large contributions to candidates or 
to aggregate contributions from many smaller donors. To acknowledge the 
potential ambiguity surrounding the original sources of these contributions, any 
contributions made by such entities are categorized in this analysis as “other.” 

Figure ES-1. Campaign Contributions by Donor Size/Type in Oregon 2016 
State Elections*

*Large donors are those who contributed $5,000 or more to electoral campaigns, small donors those who gave 
$250 or less, and medium donors those who gave between those values.
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•	 Over a third (35%) of funding for 
candidate campaigns came from just 
424 large donors, while over half 
(52%) of ballot measure contributions 
came from just 349 large donors. (See 
Table ES-1.)

The dominance of large contribu-
tions in campaigns makes access to 
big-money donors a key criterion 
for success and can discourage Or-
egonians with an interest in public 
service from competing for office. 
Potential and previous candidates for lo-
cal, regional or state office shared their 
experiences with us:

•	 Ozzie Gonzalez has considered 
running for multiple local offices, 
including most recently that of Metro 
Council President: “One of the first 
advisors I reached out to … immedi-
ately said, ‘The first thing you need 
to do is start a PAC. You’ve got to 
get a good fundraising agency.’ It 

Donor Type Number of 
Donors

Total Amount 
Donated

Average 
Contribution

Ratio of Large Donor 
to Small Donor 
Contributions

Small Donors to 
Candidate Campaigns

29,479 $2,423,547 $129 --

Large Donors to 
Candidate Campaigns

424 $8,964,159 $21,142 3.7

Other Donors to 
Candidate Campaigns

526 $10,069,782 $19,144 --

Small Donors to Ballot 
Measure Campaigns

1,633 $135,828 $134 --

Large Donors to Ballot 
Measure Campaigns

349 $25,895,324 $74,199 190.6

Other Donors to Ballot 
Measure Campaigns

78 $23,338,948 $299,217 --

shifted my perspective so quickly. … 
When I realized you have to set up a 
PAC, a fundraising mechanism, find 
a fundraising partner, and you’ve got 
to quit your job to focus on reaching 
out to the key donors that are going 
to get your political campaign off the 
ground … it dissuaded me altogether.”

•	 Moses Ross ran for a seat on the 
Portland Community College Board 
of Directors: “The only way you’re 
going to be able to make a strong 
impact is through mass communica-
tion. And that meant phones, mail, 
canvassing. And I didn’t have the 
money for the ground game. That was 
the challenge.”

•	 Jamila Singleton ran for a seat on 
the Portland Board of Public Educa-
tion: “The fundraising part was really 
challenging. … I probably spent only 
5 percent of my time canvassing, 
compared to 80 percent of my time 
fundraising.”

Table ES-1. Small and Large Donors to Candidate and Ballot Measure Campaigns
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Introduction

Four decades of federal court deci-
sions, including the 2010 Citizens 
United case, have struck down 

efforts to limit the size of contribu-
tions and independent expenditures 
on political campaigns. These laws 
had been the primary means by which 
the influence of large corporations 
and wealthy donors had been balanced 
against the interests of the vast major-
ity of Americans without the resources 

to provide meaningful financial support 
to the candidates of their choice.

The dominance of large contribu-
tors over every aspect of the political 
process – from decisions regarding 
which candidates run for office to the 
ability of those candidates to convey 
their messages to the public – makes 
our democracy poorer. It can exclude 
from participation candidates who 

The Dominance of Big Money Shapes Who Runs for Office 

The influence of money in politics is felt from the federal level all 
the way down to local elections. Many qualified candidates for 

office at all levels may find lack of access to large donors a significant 
enough barrier to deter them from running for office; others may 
discover the difficulty of running for office without large donor support 
in the midst of their campaign.

Six Oregonians who have run for, or considered running for, local, 
regional or state office shared their experiences with campaign 
fundraising and thoughts about the influence of big money with us. 
Their thoughts are included throughout the report.
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might bring new policy ideas or a 
deeper understanding of their commu-
nities by making it difficult or impos-
sible to vie for office without access to 
deep-pocketed donors. And it can leave 
ordinary Oregonians feeling politically 
disempowered.

The majority of Americans, re-
gardless of political affiliation, find 
the outsized influence of big money 
in campaigns troubling. According 
to a 2015 CBS News poll, 84 percent 
of Americans believe money has too 
much influence over the nation’s polit-
ical campaigns and almost 78 percent 
favor limiting the amount of money 
both individuals and non-affiliated 
groups can donate to a candidate.3 In 
a poll from the same year, 75 percent 
of Oregonians said they believe that 
those without access to networks of 
wealthy donors face significant barri-
ers to running for office.4 

The influence of money and politics 
over election outcomes is not limited 
to races for federal seats; state and lo-
cal politics are inundated with money 
from large donors as well. But, while 
the Citizens United decision has closed 
off many opportunities to limit con-
tributions from wealthy interests, it 
has also sparked cities and states across 
the country to develop new efforts to 
empower small donors. 

As the data in this report show, 
Oregon elections are currently domi-
nated by those with the resources to 
make large contributions to candi-
dates. But it doesn’t have to be that 
way. By adopting proven models of 
small donor empowerment, Oregon 
can balance the scales of our democ-
racy and ensure that every Oregonian 
is able to compete for the privilege 
of serving their community in public 
office. 
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The high cost of running competi-
tive political campaigns has created 
a less representative democracy 

by influencing almost every step of the 
electoral process, including who runs for 
office and who candidates spend time 
with in the course of their campaigns. 
Increasingly, in Oregon and around the 
country, big money dominates elections. 

Campaigns Are Increasingly 
Expensive

Running for office is often an im-
mensely expensive undertaking, and 
one that has only gotten more expensive 
over time. In 1986, running a winning 
campaign for a seat in the U.S. House of 
Representatives cost an average of about 
$787,000 in 2016 dollars; by 2016, the 
cost had doubled to $1.5 million.5 

The expense of running for office 
is not limited to federal elections. In 
2016, the most expensive campaigns for 
the Oregon state legislature topped $1 
million.6 Just the top two candidates for 
the 2014 Multnomah County Com-
mission Chair race raised a combined 
$500,000.7

Large Donors Have 
Disproportionate Power

As the price of running a competitive 
campaign increases, so too does the pow-
er of large donors, and the importance 
of potential candidates having access to 
networks of people willing and able to 
make large contributions to campaigns. 

The expense of modern political cam-
paigns provides power to those who are 

Big Money Dominates Elections

The only way you’re going to be able to make a strong impact is through 
mass communication. And that meant phones, mail, canvassing. And I didn’t 
have the money for the ground game. That was the challenge.” 

– Moses Ross, former candidate for Portland Community College Board of Directors
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capable of financing them. In the 2012 
federal elections, the wealthiest 0.01 
percent of Americans accounted for over 
40 percent of campaign contributions.8 

Given the dominance of large con-
tributors, ordinary Americans may feel 
as though their political contributions 
are unlikely to make a difference in 
most elections. Fewer than 10 percent 
of Americans have ever given to politi-
cal candidates at any level.9 This sparse 
participation is more keenly felt in state 
and local level elections. In 2014, the 
state with the highest participation in 
state-level election giving was Rhode 
Island, with just 4.6 percent of the vot-
ing age population making campaign 
contributions; that same year, only 1 
percent of eligible Oregonians contrib-
uted to state campaigns.10

Big Money Distorts Our 
Democracy 

The ability to raise money for cam-
paigns has become a “make or break” 
criterion determining who can run for 
office. Without access to networks of 
deep-pocketed donors, low- and mid-
dle-income people may find it difficult 
to even launch a campaign. The cost of 
campaigns has been identified as lead-
ing to fewer candidates from histori-
cally unrepresented groups; in a 2014 
survey of people of color, two-thirds 
said that limited access to donor net-
works represented a substantial barrier 
to electing representative candidates 
from communities of color.11

The importance of fundraising in 
political campaigns also affects how 
both candidates for office and elected 
politicians spend their time. In the 
months leading up to the 2014 mid-

It takes a lot of money to win a campaign, for the mere fact that you’ve got to be able to 
throw money into advertising and getting your message out there. … If we could take the burden 
off of politicians of having to depend on fundraising to communicate their ideas, I think we would 
get much better ideas, more honest ideas, on the table.” 

– Ozzie Gonzalez, considered running for Metro Council President

Our community in east 
Portland is very diverse with a lot 
of immigrants and refugees. And 
many are wary of our government. 
So, asking for money is very hard 
there. Sometimes people do give 
you what they can, and 
sometimes it’s $10, $20. Very few 
give you $1,000. But I was able to 
reach out to folks who have never 
been involved in the election 
process at all, and that was very 
important for me.” 

– Thuy Tan, former candidate for 
State Representative, District 47

One of the first advisors I reached out to … 
immediately said, ‘The first thing you need to do is start 
a PAC. You’ve got to get a good fundraising agency.’ It 
shifted my perspective so quickly. …When I realized 
you have to set up a PAC, a fundraising mechanism, 
find a fundraising partner, and you’ve got to quit your 
job to focus on reaching out to the key donors that are 
going to get your political campaign off the ground … it 
dissuaded me altogether.” 

– Ozzie Gonzalez, considered running for                           
Metro Council President
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term elections, President Obama – who 
was not then running for office – at-
tended a political fundraising event an 
average of once every five days.12 A 2015 
report by U.S. PIRG and Demos found 
that a candidate hoping to run for a seat 
in the federal House of Representa-
tives would have to raise almost $1,800 
every day for an entire election cycle 
– including weekends and holidays –  to 
run a competitive campaign.13 The 
time-intensive nature of fundraising 
also forces candidates to focus their 
outreach on large donors, as opposed to 
outreach to average voters. 

The influence of money in politics 
has created an environment in which 
the primary criterion for candidates 
at all levels of office is their ability to 
fundraise – making other valuable at-
tributes, such as good policy ideas or 
rapport with would-be constituents, 
little more than secondary concerns. 

As a person of color running for a seat in a position of power, there was a very deep, un-
checked bias in assuming the worst about me. … As much as I tried to articulate what I’m about, 
other people continually spoke for me. … So, I needed to reshape my own narrative. I had to work 
harder, and I had to raise more money.”  

– Jamila Singleton, former candidate for Portland Public Schools Board of Education

We have gone askew, and what candidates have to do to be viable, is truly unrepresentative 
of the voters. I still have faith in the system, in democracy, in the voter. But we have put such an 
unnecessary weight on the system, the scale has moved away from favoring the voters to favoring 
the special interest. And until we equal out that scale, it’s going to be challenging for us to have a 
representative democracy.” 

– Moses Ross, ran for Portland Community College Board of Directors

The fundraising part was 
really challenging. Between making 
calls and hosting house parties … I 
probably spent only 5 percent of my 
time canvassing, compared to 80 
percent of my time fundraising.” 

– Jamila Singleton, former 
candidate for Portland Public Schools                   

Board of Education

Fundraising is especially 
time-consuming if you don’t have big 
donors to pay your way. It hurts our 
whole political system to be so 
dependent on money.” 

– Kevin Marr, former candidate for 
State Representative, District 2
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Results Across All Oregon 
2016 State Elections

Candidate and ballot measure 
campaigns received significantly 
more funding from large donors 
than small donors, with small do-
nors accounting for 3.4 percent of 
campaign contributions and large 
donors accounting for 46.5 percent. 
Overall, large donors to electoral 
campaigns gave 13.8 times as much 
as the combined contributions of all 
small donors.

There were 723 large donors who 
together contributed $34.9 million to 
2016 state candidate and ballot mea-
sure campaigns. In order to match the 
amount contributed by large donors, it 
would have taken more than 270,400 
small donors making campaign con-
tributions. Instead, only an estimated 
31,112 small donors contributed to 
campaigns, being outspent by large 
donors by more than $32.4 million. 

Just the top 25 donors to Oregon 
elections contributed $16.3 million 
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Figure 2. Campaign Contributions by Donor Size/Type in Oregon 
2016 State Elections
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Results by Campaign Type
Large donors dominated contribu-

tions made to both candidate and ballot 
measure campaigns. However, differ-
ences exist between the two campaign 
types, with almost three-quarters of 
all large donor money contributed in 
Oregon’s 2016 elections having flowed 
to ballot measure campaigns. 

Giving to Candidate 
Campaigns

Our analysis examined cam-
paign contributions made to 
candidates running for Oregon 
statewide seats, such as governor 
and attorney general, as well as 
state legislative seats. 

Table 1. Small and Large Donors to Candidate and Ballot Measure Campaigns

Donor Type Number of 
Donors

Total Amount 
Donated

Average 
Contribution

Ratio of Large Donor 
to Small Donor 
Contributions

Small Donors to 
Candidate Campaigns

29,479 $2,423,547 $129 --

Large Donors to 
Candidate Campaigns

424 $8,964,159 $21,142 3.7

Other Donors to 
Candidate Campaigns

526 $10,069,782 $19,144 --

Small Donors to Ballot 
Measure Campaigns

1,633 $135,828 $134 --

Large Donors to Ballot 
Measure Campaigns

349 $25,895,324 $74,199 190.6

Other Donors to Ballot 
Measure Campaigns

78 $23,338,948 $299,217 --
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Figure 4. Contributions Made to Candidate Campaigns by Donor Type

Large Donors to Candidate 
Campaigns

Large donors gave 3.7 times as 
much as small donors to candidate 
campaigns, accounting for over a 
third of total fundraising. It would 
have taken more than 69,200 small 

donors to match the amount con-
tributed by the 424 large donors 
that gave to Oregon’s 2016 can-
didate campaigns. Instead, only 
an estimated 29,500 small donors 
made contributions. 
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Figure 6. Contributions Made to Ballot Measure Campaigns by 
Large Donors vs. Small Donors

Large Donors to Ballot Measure 
Campaigns

Excluding giving from union 
groups and political actions com-
mittees (see Methodology), large 
donors dominated ballot measure 
campaigns; over half of total fund-
ing came from large donors.17 It 

would have taken more than 
193,000 small donors to match 
the amount contributed by the 
349 large donors that gave to 
Oregon’s 2016 ballot measure 
campaigns. Instead, only an es-
timated 1,633 small donors made 
contributions. 
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Big money in elections has affected 
democracy at all levels of gover-
nance. Establishing small donor 

giving programs can help encourage 
qualified candidates lacking access to 
networks of large donors to run for 
office, as well as restore access to the 
political process for those without the 
means to give large contributions. 

One proven model for restoring bal-
ance to political donations is matching 
small donor contributions with public 
funds. The country’s largest city – New 
York – has seen encouraging results 
from such a program, which matches 
small contributions from city residents 
up to $175 at a six-to-one ratio. During 
the 2013 general election, the winners 
of 54 out of the 59 elected positions in 
New York City participated in the city’s 
small donor matching program.18 As a 
result of the program, funds raised from 

small donors accounted for over 60 per-
cent of all campaign contributions. This 
program has encouraged candidates to 
focus on their own constituents rather 
than expending energy on wealthy 
donors that live outside of their districts. 
The program has also demonstrably 
increased the diversity of donors giving 
to candidates running for city office, 
compared to donors to statewide races.19 

Another such program recently went 
into effect in Seattle. The first-in-the-
nation program provides residents with 
four $25 “democracy vouchers” which 
they can give to candidates in city-level 
elections. In the program’s first year, a 
record 25,000 people gave to city elec-
tions, three times more than the num-
ber of donors in the previous election 
cycle. More than 80 percent were first-
time donors to city campaigns. Mean-
while, 87 percent of the support for city 

Restoring the Political 
Impact of Small Donors 

I’d like to see a system where candidates are encouraged to ask more 
people for donations, and not just hoping one person will give them $1,000 or 
more. That would level the playing field for people who want to enter a race but 
don’t have money or access to money.”  

– Thuy Tran, former candidate for State Representative District 47
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Methodology

Data for this report were obtained 
for the Oregon Secretary of 
State’s office for contributions 

made to candidate and ballot measure 
campaigns from January 1, 2016 to No-
vember 8, 2016, in an effort to capture 
the majority of fundraising done for the 
2016 state elections. Candidate data and 
ballot measure data were provided in 
separate files. 

Exclusions from the Dataset
In order to get the clearest snapshot 

of campaign contributions, multiple 
classifications of data were excluded 
from the report. 

•	 Contributions labelled as “in-kind” 
or any other classification outside of 
“cash contribution” were excluded 
in order to avoid double-reporting 
expenditures required by the Secre-
tary of State’s office to be reported 
twice among coordinating organiza-
tions.

•	 Contributions from labor organiza-
tions, political party committees, 
political action committees and 
non-profits (represented by “other” in 
the Secretary of State’s dataset) were 
separated from the calculations in our 
analysis that required detailed report-

ing, such as the large and small donor 
and in-state and out-of-state giving 
calculations. 

•	 In order to avoid double-reporting 
contributions made by political action 
committees that funnel money to one 
another and are required to report 
such interactions to the Secretary of 
State’s office, any contributions made 
to a political action or political party 
committee from a candidate’s politi-
cal action or political party commit-
tee also reported as a filer in the data 
were removed from the analysis.  

Candidate, Ballot Measure 
and Election-wide Campaign 
Data 

In order to analyze donors to both 
candidate and ballot measure campaigns, 
we first standardized the addresses in 
the each of the contribution files. We 
then de-duplicated entries by address to 
obtain the final amount donors contrib-
uted across candidate and ballot measure 
races respectively. 

In order to get a clearer picture of the 
influence of big donors across all 2016 
Oregon state elections, we then com-
bined the donations given to candidate 
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campaigns and ballot measure cam-
paigns by address.22 

Some national businesses made 
contributions to Oregon campaigns 
from multiple offices across the coun-
try. For these businesses, we combined 
their giving first by address and then 
by name. If any of a business’ contribu-
tions came from an out-of-state office, 
we counted the entirety of that busi-
ness’ campaign contributions as coming 
from out of state. 

Determining Number of Small 
Donors 

Oregon law does not require those 
making donations of $100 or less to dis-
close their identity. In order to estimate 
the number of small donors giving to 
Oregon’s 2016 state elections, we as-
sumed an average donation for those 
donors of $66, the average political tax 
credit claimed by Oregon households on 
2014 personal income taxes according 
to the state’s tax expenditure report, and 
divided the total amount given in sub-
$100 contributions by this figure.23 We 
then combined this estimated number of 
donors giving under $100 with the num-
ber of donors that gave between $100 
and $250 to arrive at a total number of 
“small” donors.  As a result, it is possible 
that some of these small donations may 
have been made by individuals or busi-
nesses giving more than $250 in total 
during the election, who would other-
wise not be classified as “small donors” 
in this analysis.

Estimating the Impact of 
a Small Donor Matching 
Program

In order to estimate the additional 
money that would have funded Oregon’s 
2016 state-level candidate elections un-

der a small donor matching program, we 
assumed a program structured similarly 
to the one in New York City, with eligible 
contributions from in-state donors of $250 
or less per candidate assumed to receive a 
6-to-1 match. 

For donations between $100 and $250, 
we included only those contributions 
from in-state donors and those made by 
individuals. As Oregon does not require 
detailed reporting of an individual’s name 
or state of residence for donations under 
$100, we assumed that 20 percent of these 
total donations originated from out-of-
state donors and would not be eligible for 
a match. (It is possible that individuals 
may have made multiple sub-$100 con-
tributions to a single candidate, thereby 
exceeding the amount eligible for match-
ing. This possibility was not accounted for 
in our methodology.) 

 
Many small donor matching programs 

include eligibility requirements for can-
didates to receive matching public funds, 
such as agreeing only to accept funds 
from small donors, and having raised a 
certain amount of money from a cer-
tain number of individual small donors 
within a qualifying window. For our 
calculation, we required candidates for 
state representative seats to have raised 
at least $6,000 from small donors, state 
Senate candidates to have raised $10,000, 
and candidates for statewide seats to have 
raised at least $25,000 in order to qualify 
for the match. 

As some of the matching funds may 
have originated from donors other than 
those giving less than $250 across all cam-
paigns – our definition of a small donor 
– we analyzed both the amount given to a 
particular campaign by address as well as 
total amount given by an address across 
all campaigns. We used this to separate 
matching public funds by donor type.
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