
Corporate political spending disclosure at the SEC 

THE PROBLEM 

Investors have been seeking full disclosure of the funds corporations spend to influence elections for 
more than ten years, but with increasing urgency since the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in Citizens United 
v. FEC, which exponentially amplified the risks of this spending.  

Corporate political activity presents broad concerns to the general public and significant risks to our 
economy. For example, a study conducted by the International Monetary Fund, drew a link between 
banks’ political spending and heavy involvement in risky sub-prime mortgages. Companies have also 
faced indictments and public scandals. 

THE SOLUTION 

The Securities and Exchange Commission should require corporations to disclose political spending to 
shareholders. 

Corporate political transparency is necessary for the efficient functioning of our capital markets and as a 
risk management tool for shareholders, corporate management, and directors. Corporations claim this 
spending is necessary to protect their interests, but shareholders have no way to monitor these 
activities, or assess their risks. 

In addition, trade associations and similar groups have become significant conduits for ‘indirect’ 
corporate political spending. These organizations are not required to disclose the source of their 
funding, often leaving companies in the dark about the use of their money as well as exposing them to 
unnecessary and dangerous risks. 

Disclosure will help us distinguish between companies that compete and win through superior products 
and services, and those, like Enron, that merely appear to do so due to gain superior access to 
lawmakers and push anti-public interest and environmental positions. 

BACKGROUND 

A rulemaking petition, filed by a bipartisan coalition of prominent corporate law professors, enjoys 
unprecedented support from investors and the general public – so far, more than 1,200,000 investors 
and activists have written to the SEC supporting the rulemaking.  

The rulemaking petition’s supporters also include 70 House members, 15 Senators, six state treasurers 
writing as fiduciaries, John Bogle- the founder and former CEO of Vanguard, the Council of Institutional 
Investors and a global coalition of investors managing more than $690 billion. 

The SEC is the only agency with the clear authority to mandate disclosure of this information, which is 
necessary to enable fully informed investment decisions. 

Shareholder proposals seeking corporate political transparency have received strong and growing 
support, with votes often in the 30-40 percent range.  



Eight U.S. Supreme Court justices supported real-time disclosure of corporate political spending in the 
Citizens United decision, when they said, “prompt disclosure of expenditures can provide shareholders 
and citizens with the information needed to hold corporations and elected officials accountable for their 
positions and supporters. Shareholders can determine whether their corporation’s political speech 
advances the corporation’s interest in making profits, and citizens can see whether elected officials are 
‘in the pocket’ of so-called moneyed interests.” 

 


