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by: Liz Kennedy

A mericans of all political backgrounds agree: there is way too much corporate money in politics. Nine 
in 10 Americans (89%) agree with that statement, and 51 percent strongly agree. More than 80 percent 
of every ideological and partisan subgroup expressed agreement that there is way too much corpo-
rate money in politics.1 These are some of the findings of a new poll commissioned by the Corporate 

Reform Coalition, of which Demos is a part. The survey explored Americans’ attitudes toward corporate political 
spending and found that they believe that it drowns out the voices of average Americans and corrupts our demo-
cratic government. It also found overwhelming support for strong, common sense reforms to ensure transparency 
and accountability for corporate political spending, should it occur, and for systemic solutions to the problem of 
the role of money in politics.  

Corporate politiCal spending is Bad For demoCraCy 

Eighty one percent of Americans agree that the secret flow of corporate political spending is bad for democracy.2 
Our democratic system of government works when we are all political equals. When corporate political spend-
ing can distort the political discourse, dictate the policy agenda, and determine who is able to run and win as a 
candidate for elected office, it strikes at the heart of our democratic society. In fact, 7 out of 10 Americans (70%) 
believe a ban on corporate funded political ads would improve politics in this country;3 a majority is in favor of a 
constitutional amendment to ban all corporate political spending.4 
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Huge majorities of Americans across the political spectrum condemn corporate political spending:

•	 Eight out of 10 Americans (84%) agree that corporate political spending drowns out the voices of average 
Americans and nearly half strongly agree.5  

•	 Eight out of 10 (83%) believe that corporations and corporate CEOs have too much political power and influ-
ence.6 

•	 Eight out of 10 Americans agree that corporate political spending has made federal politics more negative 
(83%)7 and that it makes Congress more corrupt (84%).8 The same is true at the state level, where nearly 8 out 
of 10 Americans agree that corporate political spending makes state politics more negative (80%)9 and more 
corrupt (78%).10 

Support for these propositions does not fall beneath 72 percent amongst the Democrats, Republicans, or Inde-
pendents, or liberals, conservatives, and moderates surveyed, and reaches as high as 94 percent.11  
 

politiCal ineqUalit y and demoCratiC CorrUption

Corporations are established through state law and, as such, should not be beyond democratic accountability.12 
As the Supreme Court noted before its recent sharp turn towards campaign finance deregulation, corporations 
“receive from the State the special benefits conferred by the corporate structure and present the potential for 
distorting the political process.”13 When corporations are given a First Amendment right to flood the airwaves 
with their messages, they can overpower the voices of other citizens whose constitutional right to political speech 
deserves no less protection than those with greater financial resources. This undermines the political equality that 
gives our democratic government legitimacy. 

Americans understand that a government beholden to corporate money is not ideally suited to serve the best 
interests of the American people. In fact, 3 out of 4 Americans (75%) agree that corporate political spending helps 
companies block new laws in Congress that would help consumers.14 This runs counter to the public interest and 
was recognized across the political and ideological spectrum:
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•	 Nearly 8 out of 10 Americans (78%) agree that corporations spend money on politics to influence legislation, 
and nearly half (46%) strongly agree. Eighty five percent of Independents surveyed agreed with this statement, 
as did 75 percent of Democrats and 74 percent of Republicans.15 

•	 Almost three-quarters of Americans (73%) agree that corporations spend money on politics for access to 
elected representatives, and 41 percent of Americans strongly agree. Eighty percent of independents surveyed 
agreed with this statement, as did 74 percent of Democrats and 67 percent of Republicans.16

Americans clearly understand that corporations spend money on politics in order to extract their own benefits 
from government. Economists deride the process of rent seeking, whereby one company seeks advantage over 
another not through economic competition in a free marketplace on the strengths of their goods and services, but 
by advantaging themselves through non-competitive means. Americans understand this dynamic. More than 7 
out of 10 (72%) agree that corporations spend money on politics to gain an economic advantage over their com-
petitors, and over 38 percent strongly agree.17 But what can be good for one company can be rotten for the market 
as a whole - not to mention the public.

Americans also understand the scourge of a pay to play system that wastes taxpayer money and results in con-
tracts being awarded on the basis of political favoritism instead of merit. Seven out of 10 Americans (73%) agree 
that corporations spend money on politics to get government contracts, and 39 percent strongly agree.18 

The American people can see the reality of the corrupting influence of money in politics with greater acumen 
than the Supreme Court. Eighty-five percent of Americans call it corruption when financial supporters have more 
access and influence with members of Congress than average Americans – 57 percent say this is very corrupt. 
Americans believe that government is corrupted when a member of Congress does a business or individual a 
favor because they received financial support (90%), acts in the interests of financial supporters instead of in the 
interests of constituents (89%), or acts in the interests of financial supporters instead of in his or her best judg-
ment (87%). Americans agree with these statements by margins of almost or just over 80%. 

And yet our Supreme Court is supremely out of touch. In Citizens United Justice Kennedy wrote that “[t]he fact 
that speakers may have influence over or access to elected officials does not mean that these officials are corrupt. 
... Ingratiation and access, in any event, are not corruption.”19 Justice Kennedy decided that “independent expen-
ditures do not lead to, or create the appearance of quid pro quo corruption”20 and therefore the government’s 
interest in protecting itself against corruption did not serve to justify laws prohibiting “independent”21 corporate 
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political spending. Only a few years earlier the Court was far closer to the public’s understanding that corruption 
of government is “not confined to bribery of public officials, but extend[s] to the broader threat from politicians 
too compliant with the wishes of large contributors.”22 

The Supreme Court has said many times that protecting against the appearance of corruption is a compelling 
interest vital to the protection of democratic government. The Court has recognized the danger that voters will 
grow cynical and choose not to participate in a system they think is rigged. Less than a decade before the ban on 
corporate political spending was struck down in Citizens United, the Supreme Court had upheld the ban, writ-
ing: “‘[t]ake away Congress’ authority to regulate the appearance of undue influence and `the cynical assumption 
that large donors call the tune could jeopardize the willingness of voters to take part in democratic governance.’”23 

Yet already a huge majority of Americans are worried about special interests buying elections and about the cor-
ruption of our democratic government. Forty one percent of Americans worry very often about the corruption of 
government, another 21 percent worry fairly often, and 24 percent worry about it occasionally. Taken together, 86 
percent of Americans are worried about corruption of our government. Eighty two percent of Americans are very 
often, fairly often, or occasionally worried about special interests buying elections. The same percentage of Ameri-
cans are very or fairly often worried about the corruption of government (62%) as they are worried by special 
interests buying elections (62%).

Urgent need For transparenCy and aCCoUntaBilit y 

This state of affairs cries out for reform before unaccountable corporate money in our elections becomes the new 
normal. In a case overruled by Citizens United, the Court decried “the corrosive and distorting effects of im-
mense aggregations of wealth that are accumulated with the help of the corporate form and that have little or no 
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correlation to the public’s support for the corporation’s political ideas.”24 Unfortunately, short of a constitutional 
amendment or a return to the Supreme Court’s earlier understanding of the dynamics of money in politics and 
the duty of government to protect the democratic sphere, current options are limited. But there are several strong, 
achievable reforms that would temper the democratic distortion and corrosion that we face.

By huge margins Americans confirm that if corporations are going to engage in political spending, that spending 
must be controlled by shareholders and accountable to the public. Eight out of 10 Americans (80%) agree that 
corporations should only spend money on political campaigns if they get approval from their shareholders first, 
which would be an important step towards allowing investors to control the political activities of the companies 
they own. Support for that proposition was at 78 percent among Republicans surveyed, and did not fall below 76 
percent among all political subgroups.25

Eight out of 10 Americans (81%) believe 
that corporations should only spend money 
on political campaigns if they disclose their 
spending immediately. This included 77 per-
cent of Republicans and 91 percent of liberals 
surveyed.26 Eighty-six percent of Americans 
agree that prompt disclosure of political 
spending would help voters, customers, and 
shareholders hold companies accountable for 
political behavior. Support for that statement 
ranged from 83 percent to 92 percent across 
all political subgroups.27 

In Citizens United, Justice Kennedy em-
phasized the importance of disclosure and 
accountability for corporate political spend-
ing. He wrote that disclosure requirements 
“provide[] shareholders and citizens with the 
information needed to hold corporations and elected officials accountable for their positions and supporters.”28 
But those who seek to protect secret corporate political spending try to portray efforts to hold corporations ac-
countable for their forays into elections as an attempt at harassment in order to evade disclosure. 

Courts throughout the country have rejected these excuses. Accountability is not harassment, and criticizing 
behavior is not chilling speech. Just the opposite - Justice Scalia has written that “[r]equiring people to stand up in 
public for their political acts fosters civic courage, without which democracy is doomed.”29 

Voters have the right to know who is seeking to influence their vote and the decisions of their elected representa-
tives. The public needs the information to be able to decide what weight to give the speech, and to be able to make 
connections should financial support engender access and influence leading to corrupt governance later. In-
deed, in Citizens United the Justices held by a vote of 8 to 1 that mandatory disclosure is constitutionally sound 
because it “enables the electorate to make informed decisions and give proper weight to different speakers and 
messages.”30 Unfortunately, corporate funds are frequently funneled through third party groups such as the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce, which refuse to disclose the underlying donors who provide the financial resources for 
their political activities.

overwhelming sUpport For strong aChievaBle reForms

Americans are overwhelmingly in favor of specific steps to fix our broken system, all of which are achievable 
within current jurisprudential constraints:
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•  t h i r d  pa r t y  d i s C l o s U r e :  Over three-quarters of Americans (77%) favor a specific requirement that compa-
nies must publicly disclose their political expenditures to groups that spend money on politics like the Cham-
ber of Commerce; 45 percent are very strongly in favor of this measure.31 Only 17 percent oppose this measure, 
which means the margin of Americans in favor of getting rid of dark corporate money is almost 60 points. 

•  s m a l l  d o n o r  p U B l i C  F i n a n C i n g :  Three-quarters of Americans (74%) favor a plan where candidates could 
run for Congress without raising large contributions because candidates would collect small contributions and 
receive limited public funds.32 Americans favor such a system by a margin of 56 percent - only 18 percent op-
pose it while over 38 percent are strongly in favor. Seven out of 10 Americans (72%) believe that politics would 
improve with public funding of Congressional campaigns instead of special interest spending. 

•  d i s C l o s U r e  a n d  d i s C l a i m e r:  Almost three in four Americans (74%) favor a requirement that the name of 
the company and its CEO must appear in ads paid for by corporate political money, and 45 percent strongly 
favor that requirement.33 Only 21 percent oppose it. By a margin of 53 points Americans believe that the name 
of the company and its CEO must appear in ads paid for by corporate political money. 

•  s h a r e h o l d e r  a p p r o va l :  Seven out of 10 Americans (71%) favor a requirement that shareholders in a 
company approve all corporate political spending before the money is spent.34 Forty percent strongly favor that 
measure, and only 23 percent oppose it. Americans approve of this measure by a margin of 48 points.

Finally, the Corporate Reform Coalition poll shows that Americans are ready to act to prevent their voices from 
being drowned out by corporate political spending. Seventy nine percent would refuse to buy a company’s prod-
uct or services to protest a company’s political spending. Seventy five percent would sign a petition to the SEC for 
corporate disclosure. Two out of three people (65%) would sell stock in the company, and over half (53%) would 
ask their employer to remove it from their retirement account. Just over half of respondents (52%) would go to a 
meeting of the company’s shareholders to ask for disclosure; 44 percent would be willing to go to protest. 

Americans understand that it is a corruption of the principle of a government “of the people, for the people, by 
the people” when moneyed interests are able to spend their way to greater access and influence with elected rep-
resentatives, and when elected representatives are beholden to their financial supporters. Fidelity to the principle 
of political equality is the difference between a vital democracy and a stultifying plutocracy. Transparency and ac-
countability reforms may temper some of the most corrosive and distorting effects of corporate wealth massing in 
our political system, but systemic changes are also necessary. The public is firmly and strongly in support of these 
measures. The time is now for fundamental reform of the role that money plays in our government, particularly 
when it comes in the form of corporate political spending. 

To publicly disclose 
political expenditures

Candidates could run 
for congress without 

raising large contributions

Name of company 
and its CEO must appear 

in ads paid for by
political money

Shareholders approve 
all corporate political 

spending before money
 is spent

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100% Strongly Favor

Favor

Oppose

Strongly Oppose

Margin

60% 56% 50% 48%

s U p p o r t  F o r  s t r o n g  a C h i e va B l e  r e F o r m s

Source: Demos analysis of CRS Poll



October 2012 | Citizens Actually United • 7 

d Ē m o s  m e d i a

L AUREN STR AYER

LSTR AYER@DEMOS.ORg

P:  (212)  389-1413

d Ē m o s

220 FIFTH AVE,  FL 2

NEW YORK,  NY 10001

P:  (212)  633-1405

e n g a g e

w w w . d e m o s . o r g

w w w . p o l i C y s h o p . n e t

@ d e m o s _ o r g

endnotes
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conservatives, and 93% of moderates surveyed. 

2 .  88 % of Democrats, 76% of Republicans, and 80% of Independents surveyed agree that the secret flow of corporate campaign expenditures is bad for democracy, as did 
90% of liberals, 75% of conservatives, and 83% of moderates surveyed.

3 .  76% of Democrats, 66% of Republicans, and 69% of Independents surveyed agree, as did 77% of liberals, 63% of conservatives, and 73% of moderates surveyed agreed.
4 .  56% of Democrats, 44% of Republicans, and 57% of Independents surveyed favor a constitutional amendment to ban all corporate political spending, as do 63% of liberals, 

42% of conservatives, and 57% of moderates surveyed.
5 .  91% of Democrats, 77% of Republicans, and 84% of Independents surveyed agree that corporate political spending drowns out the voices of average Americans, as do 93% 

of liberals, 78% of conservatives, and 84% of moderates surveyed.
6 .  94% of Democrats, 74% of Republicans, and 85% of Independents surveyed agree that corporations and corporate CEOs have too much political power and influence, as 

do 94% of liberals, 75% of conservatives, and 89% of moderates surveyed.
7 .  89% of Democrats, 77% of Republicans, and 82% of Independents surveyed agreed that corporate political spending has made federal politics more negative, as do  88% of 
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