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Private Funding for Election Administration

State and local election offices sometimes receive private
donations of money, goods, or services to help them carry
out their work. Following the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic in the 2020 election cycle, private individuals
funded grant programs for state and local election
administration that were particularly notable in their scale
and sources. Those grant programs—and the role of private
funding in election administration in general—have been
subjects of congressional interest in subsequent Congresses,
including in hearings and legislation in the 118" and 119t
Congresses.

This In Focus offers an overview of private funding for
election administration. It starts by providing background
information about funding for election administration, in
general, and the role of private funding in the 2020 election
cycle, in particular. It then describes some proposals from
Members of Congress and federal agency officials for
responding to private involvement in funding elections.

Funding for Election Administration

The federal government has provided some grant funding
to help improve the conduct of elections and respond to
specific challenges for election administration. However,
there is no ongoing federal mechanism for funding the
general expenses of administering elections. Those ongoing
costs are covered, instead, by states and localities.

Exactly how financial responsibility for election
administration is distributed between states and localities
varies by state. Some states perform and fund most election
administration duties at the state level. A more common
arrangement is for localities to perform most of the duties
and cover most of the costs, with support from the state for
certain types of expenses or for expenses associated with
certain types of elections. For example, some states share
the costs of elections when state-level candidates are on the
ballot, and most states provide for upgrades to the statewide
voter registration databases required by the Help America
Vote Act of 2002 (HAVA; P.L. 107-252).

Private Funding in the 2020 Elections

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2020 election
cycle led many states and localities to change the way they
ran their elections that year. Concerns about the health risks
posed by close contact prompted changes to in-person
voting, such as distributing personal protective equipment
(PPE) to voters or election workers, increasing access to
curbside voting, and relocating polling places.

Health and safety concerns also led many states to expand
mail voting for 2020. For example, some states that
required an excuse to vote by mail suspended the excuse
requirement for some or all voters for the 2020 elections,

and some states extended their deadlines for requesting a
mail ballot.

The changes states and localities made to their election
processes in 2020—along with other effects of the
pandemic, such as increased difficulty recruiting election
workers and obtaining paper for ballots—introduced new
costs. For example, many jurisdictions had to invest in
supplemental pay for election workers or in new workers or
equipment to process a higher volume of mail ballots.

The federal government provided some funding to help
cover the additional costs. Congress included $400 million
in HAVA funding in the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and
Economic Security (CARES) Act specifically to help states
address the effects of the pandemic on the 2020 elections.
Other HAVA grant funding, including funds provided for
FY2018 and FY2020, could also be applied to COVID-
related costs.

However, some states and localities reported that the
federal contributions did not address all of their new needs.
Private businesses donated goods and services to help meet
some of those needs. For example, professional sports
teams in some cities made their stadiums available to serve
as vote centers, and various companies gave PPE.

Some private individuals also donated funding for grants to
state and local election offices. According to media reports,
some particularly prominent sources of private funds
included the following:

e Priscilla Chan and Mark Zuckerberg. Chan and
Zuckerberg reported committing up to $419.5 million in
the 2020 election cycle for grants to be distributed by
two nonprofit organizations: the Center for Tech and
Civic Life (CTCL, $350 million) and the Center for
Election Innovation & Research (CEIR, $69.5 million).
According to grant documents and other reporting, the
CTCL funding was broadly available for ensuring safe
and secure election administration and the CEIR grants
were for voter education. The organizations reported
making the funding available to all election offices
responsible for administering election activities and to
all 50 states and the District of Columbia, respectively,
and, with the exception of one state that withdrew its
application, funding all of the requests they received.

e Arnold Schwarzenegger. Schwarzenegger donated
$2.5 million to be distributed by the Schwarzenegger
Institute for State and Global Policy at the University of
Southern California. The institute reported that the
funding was for supporting access to voting in states that
had historically been required to submit changes to their
election laws for federal preclearance under the VVoting

https://crsreports.congress.gov


https://cha.house.gov/hearings?ID=CF598468-0C48-4DAC-9C0E-0287E733682A
https://crs.gov/Reports/R46646
https://crs.gov/Reports/R45549
https://www.ncsl.org/elections-and-campaigns/funding-election-administration
https://crs.gov/Reports/R46949
https://crs.gov/Reports/R46949
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=/prelim@title52/subtitle2/chapter209&edition=prelim
http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/bdquery/R?d107:FLD002:@1(107+252)
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104731
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/shuttered-polling-places-and-a-dearth-of-cleaning-supplies-voters-confront-pandemic-fueled-confusion-at-the-polls/2020/03/17/55dba1f6-685f-11ea-b313-df458622c2cc_story.html
https://ballotpedia.org/Changes_to_election_dates,_procedures,_and_administration_in_response_to_the_coronavirus_pandemic,_2020
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/07/31/coronavirus-election-worker-shortage-389831
https://web.mit.edu/healthyelections/www/sites/default/files/2021-06/Supply_Chain_Performance.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ136/PLAW-116publ136.pdf#page=250
https://www.congress.gov/116/statute/STATUTE-134/STATUTE-134-Pg281.pdf#page=250
https://www.congress.gov/116/statute/STATUTE-134/STATUTE-134-Pg281.pdf#page=250
https://www.congress.gov/115/statute/STATUTE-132/STATUTE-132-Pg348.pdf#page=214
https://www.congress.gov/116/statute/STATUTE-133/STATUTE-133-Pg2317.pdf#page=145
https://www.eac.gov/election-officials/guidance-use-hava-funds-expenses-related-covid-19
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/25/us/coronavirus-voting-stimulus.html
https://web.mit.edu/healthyelections/www/sites/default/files/2020-09/list_of_corporate_contributions_to_election_efforts.pdf
https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7854/7854_25.pdf#page=4
https://www.techandciviclife.org/
https://www.techandciviclife.org/
https://www.techandciviclife.org/100m/
https://electioninnovation.org/
https://electioninnovation.org/
https://electioninnovation.org/press/chan-zuckerberg-increase-2020.election-support/
https://www.techandciviclife.org/our-work/election-officials/grants/2020grants/
https://electioninnovation.org/research/ceir-2020-voter-education-grant-program/
https://electioninnovation.org/research/ceir-2020-voter-education-grant-program/#:~:text=Originally%2C%2024%20states%20applied.,3
https://schwarzenegger.usc.edu/institute_in_action/schwarzenegger-institute-announces-democracy-grants-for-voting-access-election-administration/
https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7881/7881_13.pdf#page=2

Rights Act and that it awarded grants to all eligible
applicants (for more on preclearance, see CRS Report
R47520, The Voting Rights Act: Historical Development
and Policy Background, by R. Sam Garrett).

The individuals who funded those grant programs do not
appear to have made similar contributions in subsequent
election cycles; Chan and Zuckerberg said that their 2020
donations were a one-time response to the pandemic, and
Schwarzenegger has not announced similar elections grants
for 2022 or 2024 or for 2026 to date. One of the groups that
helped distribute the 2020 funds, CTCL, subsequently
awarded grants with other funding, including as part of a
new program known as the U.S. Alliance for Election
Excellence. Another, CEIR, connects election officials with
pro bono legal and communications services to help them
address issues like threats and misinformation.

Proposed Responses to Private Funding
Some have credited private funding with helping facilitate
safe and accessible elections in 2020 under unique and
challenging circumstances. For example, recipients of the
funding reported that it enabled them to provide protections
for voters and election workers and avoid delays in
reporting election results.

Many—including some of those who have helped distribute
private funding—have expressed reservations, however,
about reliance on private philanthropy. One concern
expressed is that the availability of private funding is
contingent on the choices of private entities. Private
individuals and organizations are not obligated to provide
election administration funding, and, as illustrated by the
post-2020 actions of that election cycle’s donors, they
might choose to opt out of ongoing contributions.

Another is that private involvement in funding election
administration could translate to private influence over
elections, including potential foreign influence. Some worry
that donors, including foreign nationals, could use private
funding for election administration to try to influence
election outcomes, such as by targeting their assistance to
jurisdictions with a particular partisan leaning.

Nearly three-fifths of states have responded to such
concerns by prohibiting election officials from accepting
some or all private donations. According to the National
Conference of State Legislatures, 29 states had set limits on
acceptance of private contributions for election
administration as of July 11, 2025. Those state laws, which
range from total bans on acceptance of any nonpublic
donations to limits on acceptance of contributions from
certain entities or with certain exceptions, were all enacted
after the 2020 elections.

A similar prohibition has been proposed at the federal level.
The Protect American Election Administration Act—
introduced in the 117", 118™, and 119" Congresses—would
prohibit states from soliciting, accepting, or using private
donations of funding, property, or personal services for the
conduct of federal elections, with an exception for
donations of space to be used as a polling place or early
voting site.

Private Funding for Election Administration

Some Members of Congress have also proposed
complementary prohibitions on contributions by certain
private entities. The End Zuckerbucks Act—introduced as a
standalone bill in the 117" Congress and 118™ Congress
and as part of the American Confidence in Elections (ACE)
Act in both Congresses—and the 119" Congress’s
Safeguarding Trust in Our Politics Act include proposals to
prohibit organizations that are tax-exempt under Section
501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code from making
donations to election offices. The precise scope of the
prohibition differs across different versions of the measures,
with variations in the kinds of contributions they would
cover and in whether they would offer exemptions for
donations of space to be used as a polling place.

A second type of approach some have proposed to reducing
private involvement in election administration is
supplementing state and local funds with a consistent
stream of federal funding. The unique circumstances of the
2020 elections posed particular financial challenges for
election officials, but concerns about underfunding of
election administration predate the COVID-19 pandemic.
For example, the subsector-specific plan for the Election
Infrastructure Subsector that was established in response to
foreign efforts to interfere in the 2016 elections says that,
“It is impossible to make an honest assessment of the
Election Infrastructure Subsector’s risk and the potential to
mitigate that risk without an understanding of the chronic
resource issues the Subsector faces at all levels of
government.”

Commissioner Benjamin Hovland shared that quote in
testimony at House and Senate hearings on the U.S.
Election Assistance Commission in June 2023 and
suggested that the government might reduce reliance on
private elections funding by increasing public funds.
Providing more—and more predictable—federal funding
for election administration could help reduce or eliminate
the demand for private assistance.

Some Members of Congress have offered proposals to
provide for additional federal grant funding for election
administration, including long-term or ongoing funding. For
example, some bills introduced in the 119" Congress, such
as the Securing Tech and Election Administration Defenses
For All States and Territories (STEADFAST) Act and the
Sustaining Our Democracy Act, would establish
mechanisms for providing states with consistent funding for
elections.

The two types of proposals for reducing private
involvement in elections funding described in this section
approach the issue from different angles: The first aims to
limit the supply of private donations, while the second tries
to limit the demand for them. Those two approaches are not
necessarily mutually exclusive. Members who are
interested in reducing reliance on private funding for
election administration might choose to limit private
contributions, ensure states and localities have the resources
to administer elections without private help, or both.

Karen L. Shanton, Analyst in American National
Government
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