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Political Parties and Congressional Elections:
Out of the Eighties and Into the Nineties
Paul S. Hermson

The 1980s were banner years for party organizations in the Un ited States.
They followed a twenty-year period in which the parties were routinely
described as moribund and lacking the organizational strength to play a
significant role in elections. During the late 1970s and early 1980s the parties
began to exhibit new life, increasing their treasuries, organizational capac ities,
and campaign-related activ ities. In the mid-1980s, the parties continued to
develop, improving their campaign strategies and learning to target their
resources more effectively. As the 1990s approached, however, party activity
began to decline from the heights exhibited in the middle of the decade,
leaving political observers to speculate whether the parties' rev italization was
little more than a short-term phenomenon that would fade away along with
the intense political competition associated with the Reagan era. This essay
explores some of the developments associated with the strengthening of
American party organizations in the 1980s, speculates about how we can
expect the parties to fare in the 1990s, and suggests some new directions for
research. It focuses on party organizations at the national level-the
Democratic and Republican national, congressional, and senatorial campaign
committees-and their roles in congressional elections.
Recent Trends

The Democratic and Republican national, congressional, and senatorial
campaign committees exhibited new vitality during the late 1970s and early
1980s. They improved their fundraising, increased their institutional
resources, and expanded their roles in congressional elections. Later in the
decade, the parties suffered some financial setbacks as a result of a general
slump in direct-mail fundraising. Yet they remained major players in
congressional elections.
This material is copyrighted (1993) and posted by permission of Rowman & Littlefield
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Fundraising. Party fundraising improved greatly during the late 1970s and
early 1980s. Several patterns are evident in the data presented in Table 2.1.
The Republicans consistently raised far more money than the Democrats.
Democratic and Republican national committee (DNC and RNC) receipts
followed a four-year cycle, rising in presidential election years and falling
during midterm years. Republican revenues peaked at $245.9 million in 1984
and then declined.1 Democratic revenues peaked four years later at $81.1
million, and then fell by nearly half.
The trends in party finances are closely tied to developments in direct-mail
fundraising. The Federal Election Campaign Act and its amendments
(FECA), and improvements in computer technology, provided the parties with
both the incentives and the means to raise small sums of money from large
groups of people. The new law placed a ceiling of $20,000 per year on
individual contributions to the national parties and effectively barred unions,
corporations, and other groups from contributing treasury money to the
parties' federal campaign accounts, thereby depriving the parties of some
traditional sources of revenue.2 Advances in data processing, high-speed
printing, and reduced postage rates made direct-mail fundraising highly
feasible and more attractive. This confluence of forces encouraged the parties
to aggressively pursue small contributions from middle-class supporters. By
1980 the RNC, which bad experimented with a large-scale direct-mail
fundraising program in the 1960s, succeeded in raising roughly 70 percent of
its budget in the form of contributions averaging about $29 (Adamany 1984).
Table 21 National Party Organizatioa Receipts, 1976-1990 (in millions)

Party

1976

1978

1980

1982

1984

1986

1988

1990

S l3.1
.9
1.0
S 15.0

S 11.3

S 15.4

S 16.S

S 52.3

6.5
5.6
S 1.8.6

$46.6
10.4
8.9
$65.9

$17.2

29
1.7
$20,0

12.3

125

l3.4
$429

16.3
$81.1

$14.5
9.1
17.s
$41.1

S 29.1

$34.2
14.1
10.9
$59.2

S 77.8

$84.1
58.0
48.9
$191.0

$105.9
58.3
81.7
$245.9

S 83.8

S91.0
34.S
65.9
S191.4

$ 68.7
33.8
65.1
$167.6

Democratu:

DNC
DCCC
DSCC
Total

28
.3

S 14.4

&publican

RNC

NRCC
NRSC
Total

12.2
1.8
$43.1

20.3
6.0
S120.4

Source: Federal Election Commissioa.

39.8
86.1
$209.7
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Other Republican national organizations also raised large sums from direct
mail.
The Democratic committees never matched the Republicans'
direct-mail fundraising record, but by 1984 they, too, had successfully raised
substantial sums in small contributions.
When the direct-mail fundraising industry began to founder in the late
1980s, the parties experimented with telephone solicitations, geodemographic
targeting, and other innovations to try to reverse the decline in small
contributions. They also turned increasingly to wealthy contributors for
support, and began to rely more on fundraising dinners, cocktail parties, and
other traditional approaches. Nevertheless, large contributions have not
completely offset the decline in small contributions.
Infrastructure and Staff. Good fiscal health provided the foundation for
major organizational development during the late 1970s and
early-to-mid-1980s.
Specialization, professionalism, and organizational
expansion became the orders of the day at the parties' national, congressional,
and senatorial campaign committees (Cotter and Bibby 1980; Conway 1983;
Kayden and Mahe 1985; Herrnson 1988; Sabato 1988; Frantzich 1989). The
decade began with onJy two organizations. the RNC and the National
Republican Congressional Committee (NRCC), housed in party-owned
buildin~ Following the 1984 election, the three Democratic national party
organizations moved into the new Democratic Headquarters Building. The
National Republican Senatorial Committee (NRSC) moved into the plush
Ronald Reagan Center in December of 1988. The headquarters buildings
provide the committees with convenient and secure locations for holding
fundraising events, conducting meetings, and housing computer, radio,
television, and other campaign equipment. For many political practitioners
and observers, the buildings have come to symbolize the emergence of
national party organizations as important players in electoral politics.
National party staffing folJowed trends similar to those for party fundraising,
both in terms of growth and professionalism. The RNC, NRCC, and NRSC
had a total of 40 full-time employees in 1972, enjoyed continuous staff growth
through 1984, and then experienced a mixed pattern of cut backs and growth
(see Table 2.2). The Democratic committees, which like to bill themselves as
"lean, mean political machines," employed a total of 39 full-time staff in 1972
and peaked at 290 employees in 1988, after which the DNC and DSCC
enacted modest staff cuts. With the exception of some administrative staff,
most employees were, and continue to be, skilled political professionals who
performed fundraising, research, communications, and campaign activities.
The staffs played critical roles in strategic planning, advising candidates,
distributing campaign money and services, as well as fundraising and running
the committees' day-to-day operations throughout the 1980s.
Campaign Assistance. Party support for congressional candidates reached
unprecedented levels in the 1980s. Party contributions to House candidates,
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Table 2.2 National Party Staffs, 1972-1990
Party Committee

1m

1976

1980

1984

1988

1990

30

30
6

130

l(i(l

130

45
32

80

80

255

Democ:rrllic

DNC

DCCC

s

DSCC
Total

4

s

40
2ii
20

39

41

86

'Jif1

50
290

30
6

700
8
6
214

350
40
30
420

600

425

130

80

90
820

593

Rtpublicon
RNC

NRCC
NRSC

Total

4

40

88

45

400
110
101
611

Scxur:e: Estimates provided by committee staffs.

whom the American Political Science Association's Committee on Political
Parties (19S0) once likened to the "orphans of the political system," were
generally above $3.5 millions dollars per e1ection cyc1c, peaking at $6.1
miUion in 1982 (see Table 2.3). Party contributions to Senate candidates
were consistently above $1.1 million. peaking at $1.4 million in 1986. Most
of the party contributions were made by the congressional and senatorial
campaign committees. Candidates in competitive contests typically received
close to the maximum allowable general election contribution ($15,000 for
House candidates and $22,500 for Senate candidates);3 less competitive
candidates were given smaller amounts:'
Coordinated expenditures, which consist of campaign services the parties
give to candidates' campaigns, were originally limited to $20,000 per House
candidate in 1974 and arc adjusted for inflation.5 The ceilings grew to
$50,280 per candidate in the 1990 election. The limits for coordinated
expenditures in Senate elections vary by the size of a state's voting age
population and arc also adjusted for inflation. In 1990, they ranged from
$100,560 in the smallest states to $1,210,542 in Texas. If an e1ection had been
held in California, the limit in that state would have been $2,146,956.
Coordinated spending in House races peaked at $8.1 million in 1984; it
peaked in Senate races at roughly $16.9 million in 1988 (see Table 2.3). From
1984 through 1990, most House candidates involved in close races and
virtually every Senate candidate in a reasonably competitive contest benefitted
from the maximum allowable coordinated expenditure.6 The Republicans
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Table 23 Party Spending in Congressional Elections, 1980-1990 (in thousands)

Party

1980

1982

1984

1986

1988

1990

$ 1,085

$1,140

315

792

$1,400

$1,932

$1,322
1,820
$3,142

$ 1,008
1,956
$2,964

$1,259
2,891
$4,150

$ 941
3;1,IJ7
$4,208

$3$7

$4,989

$4,'1I17

2,JSl

S,543

$6,164

$10,532

6,300
$10,516

$2,612
4,194
S 7,806

$2,657
4,162
S 6,819

$2,027
$ 3,001
$ S,028

$

s

$

$ 649
6,657
S 7,306

$ 502
6,592
$ 7,CYJ4

$

$ 786
10,128
$10,914

$ 719

House
Demoaalic
Contn"butions
Coord. Expenditures
Total

Republican
Conln"butiom
Coord. Expenditures
Total

Senate
Democratic
Contn"butions
Coord. Expenditures
Total

583
2,403
$2,986

546

476

4,40S

1,216
$1,762

$4,881

S 637

$ 701

$

8,742
S 9,379

S,454
$ 6,15S

Republican
Contributions
Coord. Expenditures
Total

667
6,673
$7,340

10,1.61
$10,980

S10

5,193
$5,703

s 859
7,721
s 8,580

Source: Federal Elc:ction Commission.

distributed more coordinated expenditures and campaign contributions than
the Democrats throughout the 1980s, but this gap has been narrowing.
The FECA limits on campaign spending have thus far made it impossible
for some party committees to allocate all of their campaign money to close
contests. The law has encouraged the parties to spend some funds in
elections that are not very competitive. The NRSC, which has raised
enormous amounts of money throughout the decade, has repeatedly been in
the predicament of having access to more funds than it could legally spend
without giving some support to noncompetitive candidates. As a result, it has
pioneered the search for loopholes in the campaign finance Jaw.
In the 1988, a loophole was discovered that enabled the parties to spend
additional campaign money in close elections using a practice called
"crossover spending." Under this practice, the parties' congressional campaign
committees made contributions to Senate candidates. the senatorial campaign
committees made contributions to House candidates, and some state party
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organizations gave money to candidates running outside of their state. The
Republicans distributed over $185,000 and the Democrats just under $100,000
in crossover spending to 12 House candidates running in special elections in
1989.7
Parties distribute some of their campaign contributions and all of their
coordinated expenditures in the form of campaign commercials, polls, or other
technical services. During the 1980s, these services were routinely assigned
a monetary value that was well below their true market cost, enabling the
partie3 to increase the amount of assistance they delivered to candidates in
tight contests (Hermson 1988). Other forms of party assistance were not
subject to the FECA's limits, including providing candidates with strategic
advice or assistance with hiring political consultants.
Party organizations also played a critical role in helping candidates raise
money from political action committees (PACs) and individual contributors.
Throughout the last decade, the congressional and senatorial campaign
committees hosted receptions to introduce their most viable challengers and
open-seat contestants to PAC managers and other potential big contributors.
They also routinely mailed, telephoned, and faxed information about very
close contests to PACs and wealthy individuals. In 1990, the NRSC had
access to more money than it could legally spend in competitive races, so it
organized a joint fundraising committee and used its major donor list to help
50 GOP Senators and Senate candidates raise $2 million (Alston 1990). Party
efforts to channel campaign money to competitive candidates were most
helpful to non-incumbents running for the House, most of whom possessed
less fundraising skill than incumbents, lacked the clout that comes with
incumbency, and began their elections virtually unknown to many PACs and
wealthy individuals.
In addition to providing assistance directly to congressional candidates,
national party organizations have also delivered indirect support as part of
what is commonly referred to as the "coordinated campaign." This generic,
party-focused campaign is designed to help the party's entire ticket. It consists
of television and radio advertisements, as well as voter registration efforts,
get-out-the-vote drives, and other grassroots projects that have not been
subject to the FECA's fundraising and spending limits because they do not
mention federal candidates by name. Most of the money used in the
coordinated campaign has been raised in the form of "soft money" at the
national level, and spent by state and local party committees.8
Party strategy has changed since the late 1970s. Prior to the strengthening
of the national party organizations, most party campaign activity in
congressional elections consisted of small contributions to incumbents. During
the 1980s, the national parties became increasingly committed to helping
challengers and open-seat candidates. District competitiveness, candidate
experience, and campaign quality became important criteria for determining
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the distribution of party money and campaign services to individual candidates
(Jacobson 1985-86; Herrnson 1989). Political conditions and events, such
as presidential popularity and the state of the economy. also influenced the
parties' overall strategies (Jacobson and Kernell 1981).
Over the course of the decade, the parties became more adept at
determining which elections were most likely to be competitive. Improved
organizational resources and greater experience in distributing campaign
assistance encouraged the congressional campaign committees to focus their
efforts on fewer races. The number of House elections the committees
categorized as "opportunity" or "first tier" races shrank from about 100 in 1984
to 40 in 1990, and the distribution of party assistance became more
concentrated (Herrnson 1991). A similar trend was not exhibited by the
senatorial campaign committees because of the smaller number of Senate
contests in each election cycle, their higher degree of competitiveness, the
higher quality of the candidates who run, and the relative financial strength
of the senatorial campaign committees.
Predictions for the 1990s

It is always risky to attempt to predict the future, and academics are usually
reluctant to do so. Still, the trends exhibited during the last decade, and
interviews held with a small group of national party staffers, provide some
basis for speculating about the future of the national party organizations and
their roles in congressional elections.
Fundraising. It is doubtful that the parties will enjoy levels of financial
growth in the 1990s comparable with those experienced during the last
decade. The small contributions that were the foundation for the parties'
financial windfall have leveled off for a number of reasons. Over-prospecting
by the direct-mail industry has caused mail solicitations, including those from
the parties, to become regarded by many individuals as "junk mail" and
frequently thrown away unopened. The generational replacement of older
Americans also has deprived direct-mail fundraising of one of its most
responsive constituencies. The supplanting of confrontational, Reagan-era
public debate by the "kinder and gentler" rhetoric of George Bush and
congressional Democrats has robbed the parties of the kinds of extremist
appeals that are most effective in direct-mail fundraising. Moreover, the
Republicans' loss of control over the Senate and their failure to alter the
balance of power in the House have removed the sense of urgency that
surrounded electoral politics during the mid-1980s.
Although party fundraising has declined, it is unlikely that the national
parties will return to the relative poverty they endured for much of the
Twentieth Century. Small and moderate contributions can be expected to
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continue to account for substantial sums of money. Wealthy individuals and
PACs will probably remain responsive to the appeals of party leaders. Large
contributions can be expected to account for a larger portion of party funds
in the near future.
In addition, party leaders are beginning to explore some new approaches
to fill the national parties' coffers. The congressional and senatorial campaign
committees, for example, have recently explored some innovations that place
more of the burden for party fundraising on their primary constituents-House
members, Senators, and non-incumbent candidates. Following the 1990
election cycle, for example, the Democratic Congressional Campaign
Committee (DCCC) set a precedent by retiring roughly one-half of its debt
with $600,000 in contributions collected directly from House Democrats.
The DSCC and NRSC are also considering a move to increase the
involvement of Senate candidates in campaign committee fundraising by
creating special group accounts that would be used to finance party spending
in the candidates' campaigns. The arrangement under consideration would
give the candidates some of the responsibility for collecting funds for the
group account from which they would receive contributions and coordinated
expenditures. The group accounts would enable the campaign committees to
take advantage of the fact that the parties can legally collect larger sums of
money than candidates from individuals and PACs. The accounts also would
allow the committees to capitalize on senatorial candidates', and especially
incumbent Senators', fundraising prowess. Group fundraising, it is believed,
would accomplish these goals without violating the FECA's prohibitions
against earmarking contributions for individual candidates. Barring a major
political crisis, the enactment of new campaign finance laws, or some other
unforeseeable event, it is probably safe to speculate that the national parties
will continue to exhibit fundraising patterns similar to those exhibited in the
late 1980s. The Republican committees will raise more money than their
Democratic counterparts, presidential elections will continue to influence
party fundraising, and both small and large contributions will remain
important.
Infrastructure and Staff. Virtually every recent national, congressional, or
senatorial campaign committee chairperson has sought to leave a personal
stamp on the committee he or she has overseen. Each has brought in new
staff and tried to make improvements. Political entrepreneurs like William
Brock of the RNC, Guy Vander Jagt of the NRCC, Charles Manatt of the
DNC, and Tony Coelho of the DCCC played critical roles in turning their
committees into major campaign service centers. Their successors have made
incremental improvements by adding new contributor clubs, installing
electronic bulletin boards, or adding satellite up-link capabilities and other
campaign equipment. Still, there are limits to what can be done to modernize
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what are essentially modem facilities, especia11y when financial constraints are
taken into consideration.
It is unlikely that the 1990s will witness the same levels of organizational
growth that took place during the last decade, but it is also doubtful that the
parties will experience major retrenchment. Most of the staff cuts that took
place in the late 1980s occurred at the two national committees, and some are
attributable to the absence of a presidential campaign in 1990. The
committees will probably fill these "empty" positions as the 1992 election cycle
approaches. Rumblings heard after the 1990 race that the DCCC was going
to shut its media center as a cost-cutting measure were quickly dismissed after
Rep. Vic Fazio assumed the helm of the committee. It seems safe to predict
that in the coming decade, the Republican committees will continue to have
larger staffs and superior facilities, the Democrats will continue to distribute
more of their funds directly to congressional candidates, and both sets of
national party organizations will continue to harness new technology as it
becomes available.
Campaign Assistance. Fundraising shortfalls will probably make it difficult
for party organizations to match their previous levels of campaign activity
during the coming decade. Anti-incumbent sentiments among the electorate,
and the extremely low rates of challenger success in the 1980s, could also
influence the distribution of party resources. Party committees are less likely
to commit increasingly scarce resources to any but the most competitive
challengers, especially if political conditions work to heighten the electoral
insecurities of incumbents. This situation is unfortunate because nonincumbents, especially House challengers, were probably the biggest
beneficiaries of party assistance during the 1980s. House challengers' lack of
campaign experience, connections, and the strength of their incumbent
opponents typically resulted in PACs and other large contributors ignoring
their pleas for support. If party support for challengers and open-seat
candidates declines, then some quality House candidates will probably be
unable to wage credible campaigns, reinforcing the current pattern of high
reelection rates.
Funding difficulties also may result in the parties giving special
consideration to candidates who helped them raise money. Candidates who
helped the most may make big claims on party resources, especially in Senate
elections where the parties can spend extremely large sums.
Parties may make fewer crossover contributions during the 1990s. Some
party staff consider these to be "luxury" expenditures because they are given
to candidates whose campaigns fall under another party committee's
jurisdiction. It is likely that party committees will make crossover
contributions solely to candidates in highly competitive elections, and these
contributions will probably be given only after the committees have first
contributed to all of the close races in their state or legislative chamber.
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Resource limitations also may encourage a reduction in coordinated
campaigning. As long as the demand for federally allocable dollars remains
high, it is likely that the parties will spend most of this "hard" money on
federal candidates rather than on party-focused mass media advertising or
voter mobilization programs. These activities will probably be financed
mainly with soft money. The parties also can be expected to devote large
amounts of energy to helping candidates, especially those in marginal districts,
raise money from PACs and wealthy individuals.
It is important to note, however, that some party committees are still raising
more money than they can legally spend in competitive contests. These
committees will probably continue to under-report the market value of the
campaign services they distribute to candidates. The senatorial campaign
committees, especially the NRSC, can also be expected to continue to use
joint fundraising committees and other conduit activities, and to continue to
search for new ways to channel extra campaign money to candidates without
violating the FECA.
Lastly, despite their fundraising difficulties, party committees will probably
remain important sources of assistance for many candidates. Party
organizations can be expected to remain congressional candidates' best source
of the technical expertise, in-depth research, and political connections needed
to wage a viable campaign. PACs and wealthy individuals are not likely to
provide many House non-incumbents with these forms of assistance. Many
of these contributors are likely to stay with the incumbent-oriented strategies
they used throughout the 1980's.
New Directions ror Research

Nearly two decades have passed since the Watergate scandal encouraged
the Republicans to begin to develop their national party organizations. Over
ten years have passed since their 1980 landslide defeat encouraged the
Democrats to emulate the GOP's party-building program. Seven election
cycles have occurred for which we have computerized information about party
fundraising and spending in congressional elections. Yet a number of aspects
of party organizational development and campaign activity remain to be
explored. Some of these relate to the trends and speculations discussed
above.
We still do not know much about how political conditions-such as the state
of the economy, presidential popularity, international incidents, and public
opinion about government-influence party fundraising, especially direct-mail
solicitations and small contributions. Does the president's party derive any
fundraising advantages from a strong economy, a popular president, a victory
abroad, or a public backlash against Congress?
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We also do not know much about how party finances and redistricting
influence strategy or campaign activity. Do non- incumbents receive
disproportionately less support when party fundraising trails off? To whom
do the parties distribute most of their money in an election cycle that follows
the redrawing of House districts? Post-redistricting elections are typically
characterized by unusually anxious incumbents, large numbers of fonnidable
challengers, and many high quality, open-seat contestants. Do the
opportunities and uncertainties posed by redistricting influence the amounts
of money that are allocated to different types of candidates? The 1992
election cycle offers scholars an opportunity to address this question.
Longitudinal analyses of party receipts and expenditures could lead to a
deeper understanding of the influence of environmental forces on party
strength and campaign activity.
Further research on the impact of organizational factors-such as the goals
of party committee chairs, members, and staff-could also be instructive. One
could begin by examining the career aspirations of congressional campaign
committee chairs. Members of Congress are known to give campaign
contributions to each other in order to build support for leadership races and
prestigious committee assignments (Baker 1989; Wilcox 1989). How do these
same motivations influence the distribution of campaign committee money to
congressional candidates? One could also ask if the parties' increasing
reliance on wealthy individuals and PACs will influence the distribution of
campaign money to candidates.
Finally, there has been very little systematic research on the impact of party
activity on the behavior of PACs and individuals who make large
contributions. Do party spending and networking on behalf of candidates
really influence the flow of campaign money? Anecdotal evidence suggests
they do, but this hypothesis has yet to be systematically tested.
The Democratic and Republican national, congressional, and senatorial
campaign committees exhibited new vitality during the late 197Ds and early
198Ds. They improved their fundraising, increased their institutional
resources, and expanded their roles in congressional elections. Later in the
decade, the parties suffered some financial setbacks as a result of a general
slump in direct-mail fundraising. Yet they remained major players in
congressional elections. The national party organizations will probably
continue to adapt to the political environment and to play an important role
in congressional election campaigns during the 199Ds. Their institutional
development and campaign activity remain topics worthy of further study.
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Notes
1. These figures include only 'bard' money, which is allocable in federal elections. They do
not include "soft• money, which technically c:mts outside of the federal election system and
cannot be spent directly on federal candidates. Soft money can be used to improve the parties'
buildin~, computers, aad so forth, and caa be distnbutcd to state aad local party organizations
for party-building programs aad gnwroots campaign activities (sec Drew 1983; Sorauf 1988),
2. Previous law also prohibited corporations, unions, aad other groups from spending
treasury money ia federal clcctioas. However, the FECA created the first agency ta oversee
and enforce the law. The FECA docs allow corporations and other groups to contribute
treasury money to the building funds aad soft money accounts descnbcd in note 1.
3. These limits increased in 1988 after the Federal Election Commission permitted parties
lo make crOSSOYCr expenditures, which are discussed later ia the text.
4. An obvious exception to this is W1SCOnsia Senator Herbert Kohl, who accepted no party
money or expenditures in bis 1988 open-scat race for the Senate.
5. The figures for coordinated expenditures include the total allowed for state and national
party orgaail.ations. The limits for House elections in states that have oaly one House member
are equal to those for Senate elections in the same stale.
6. See note 4.
7. Figures calculated from Federal Election Commission (1990).
8. Sec note 1 for a discussion of soft money.
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