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Issue
When the Supreme Court decided Citizens 
United v. FEC in 2010, many critics argued 
it would have a devastating impact on de-
mocracy. For example, in his dissent in that 
case, then-Justice John Paul Stevens opined 
that, “[i]n the real world, we have seen, cor-
porate domination of the airwaves prior 
to an election may decrease the average 
listener’s exposure to relevant viewpoints, 
and it may diminish citizens’ willingness 
and capacity to participate in the demo-
cratic process.”1 This analysis investigates 
the claim echoed by Justice Stevens about 
the effect of the independent spending set 
free by Citizens United undermining politi-
cal participation in the democratic process.

To evaluate this claim, we examined the im-
pact Citizens United had on voter turnout. 
Turnout data is one important indicator 
of a healthy democracy because it reflects 
both the willingness and capacity of citizens 
to engage in the political process. If critics 
of Citizens United were correct about the 
destructive effects the decision would have 
on engagement in the democratic process, 
then one of the factors most likely to be im-
pacted would be political participation, as 
measured by voter turnout.

In terms of real-world effects, Citizens Unit-
ed’s largest impact can be seen through an 
increase in independent expenditures urg-
ing the election or defeat of federal candi-
dates. If the decision was harmful to partic-

1 Citizens United v. Federal Election Comm’n, 558 
U.S. 310, 472 (2010) (Stevens, J., dissenting).
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ipation in the democratic process, as Justice 
Stevens asserted in his dissent, one would 
expect voting turnout rates to decline as 
independent expenditures increase. This 
analysis compares that relationship.

Analysis
We charted data on all independent expen-
ditures (excluding party committees) over 
a 20-year period spanning 10 years before 
and after Citizens United was decided in 
2010. The data on independent expendi-
tures is drawn from OpenSecrets.2

As expected, this graph (see p. 2) shows a 
sharp increase in independent expenditures 
over time after Citizens United (and subse-
quent decisions relying on Citizens United) 
eliminated prohibitions on this type of elec-
toral spending from corporate, union, and 
most nonprofit speakers.

The second graph (see p. 3) charts voter 
turnout data over the same 20-year period 
with 10 years of data plotted before and 
after Citizens United. The 2000-2018 data 
is drawn from the United States Elections 
Project and represents the percentage of 
the voting-eligible population who voted 
in each year’s election.3 The 2020 election 
2 “Total Outside Spending by Election Cycle, 
Excluding Party Committees,” OpenSecrets. 
Retrieved on July 20, 2021. Available at: https://
www.opensecrets.org/outsidespending/cycle_tots.
php.
3 Michael P. McDonald, “National General Election 
VEP Turnout Rates, 1789-Present,” United States 
Elections Project. Retrieved on July 24, 2021. 
Available at: http://www.electproject.org/national-
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turnout data is from the United States Census Bu-
reau.4

The graph on page 3 demonstrates that, despite 
turnout varying according to whether it is a presi-
dential election year, turnout has been rising. The 
yellow trendline shows a small but steady increase 
over the last 20 years. In fact, 2020 had the high-
est turnout rate of all the years surveyed with 67% 
of the voting population casting a ballot, and 2020 
had “the largest increase in voters between two 
presidential elections on record.”5

Comparing the two graphs, it is clear that both 
independent expenditures and voter turnout have 
increased after Citizens United. Indeed, 2020 ex-
perienced both record independent spending and 
voter turnout. This is contrary to predictions that 
unlimited independent expenditures would harm 

1789-present. The 2020 turnout rates were not yet released 
by the United States Elections Project prior to publication. 
Data used with permission from the author.
4 Jacob Fabina, “Despite Pandemic Challenges, 2020 Election 
Had Largest Increase in Voting Between Presidential 
Elections on Record,” United States Census Bureau. Available 
at: https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/04/record-
high-turnout-in-2020-general-election.html (April 29, 
2021). Estimates on 2020 turnout can vary according to the 
source used; however, all reliable sources conclude that the 
2020 election had record-setting high turnout.
5 Id.

political participation.

These findings are consistently supported by aca-
demic literature. The political scientist João Can-
cela and economist Benny Geys conducted a me-
ta-analysis of 185 studies on political spending and 
voter turnout and found that campaign spending 
is positively linked to increases in voter turnout.6 
This linkage makes intuitive sense: spending en-
ables political messages that inform voters, and in-
formed voters are more likely to vote. As political 
scientists John Coleman and Paul Manna affirmed 
in their research, “[c]ampaign spending increases 
knowledge of and affect toward the candidates, 
improves the public’s ability to place candidates 
on ideology and issue scales, and encourages cer-
tainty about those placements.”7 Additionally, po-
litical scientists Thomas Palfrey and Keith Poole 
have found that more highly informed voters “are 
much more likely to vote.”8 Thus, campaign spend-

6 João Cancela and Benny Geys, “Explaining voter turnout: 
A meta-analysis of national and subnational elections,” 
Electoral Studies. Vol. 42. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.electstud.2016.03.005 (June 2016) at 264-275.
7 John J. Coleman and Paul F. Manna, “Congressional 
Campaign Spending and the Quality of Democracy,” 
The Journal of Politics. Vol. 62:3. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1111/0022-3816.00032 (Aug. 2000) at 757-789.
8 Thomas R. Palfrey and Keith T. Poole, “The Relationship 
between Information, Ideology, and Voting Behavior,” 
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ing has been shown to not only inform voters but 
also drive them to the polls.

Political spending is particularly important in 
local elections that receive less media attention 
than national and statewide elections. Political 
scientists Thomas Holbrook and Aaron Wein-
schenk surveyed the impact of campaign spend-
ing on voter turnout in local elections. They stud-
ied 340 local elections over a 15-year period and 
found that campaign spending, particularly by less 
well-known political challengers, “has a statisti-
cally significant and pronounced effect on turnout 
levels” and that “turnout is higher in cities where 
candidates spend more money.”9 Thus, increasing 
spending has been linked consistently to increases 
in voter turnout for over 20 years from 2000 to 
2020 and across numerous studies of federal, state-
wide, and local elections.

Conclusion
Despite predictions to the contrary, Citizens Unit-
ed has not been linked to declines in voter turnout 

American Journal of Political Science. Vol. 31:3. Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2111281 (Aug. 1987) at 511-530.
9 Thomas M. Holbrook and Aaron C. Weinschenk, 
“Campaigns, Mobilization, and Turnout in Mayoral 
Elections, Political Research Quarterly. Vol. 67:1. Available at: 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23612034 (March 2014) at 48.

and likely helped to increase voter turnout by ex-
panding the amount of independent spending in 
elections. Of course, this study does not prove that 
more spending causes greater turnout because it 
solely looks at the relationship between turnout 
and spending. Other factors are almost certainly at 
play. Nonetheless, the argument that independent 
expenditures stimulate an increase in voter turn-
out is quite plausible. As multiple studies demon-
strate, spending and voter turnout have an endur-
ing positive relationship.

These findings provide no evidence for predictions 
that Citizens United would cause diminished voter 
turnout. Despite the dire warnings from Justice 
Stevens and others, Citizens United has not been 
linked to undermining either the willingness or 
capacity of citizens to participate in our democ-
racy by voting. If anything, the fact that both in-
dependent expenditures and turnout rose after 
Citizens United indicates that the decision likely 
improved political participation.10 Legislators who 
value high voter turnout should be especially wary 
of passing laws that could limit the amount of 
spending in elections.

10 There may be other reasons to critique Citizens United. 
This study examines only the relationship between indepen-
dent spending liberalized by the decision and voter turnout.
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